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Abstract
The purpose of this case study in a Pre-K-12 Christian school environment was to understand the
perceived preparedness and perceived efficacy of education professionals and general education
middle- and high-school teachers for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA).
The education professionals included a school nurse, one special education teacher, a director of
special education and a religion teacher. Three theories guiding the research were self-fulfilling
prophecies as defined by Merton (1948), Gilbert and Wilson’s (2007) theory of prospection, and
Bandura’s (1995) theory of self-efficacy. The central research question was: How do education
professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or high-school perceive their
preparedness for inclusion of students with HFA? Faith Christian Academy, St. Joseph’s School,
and Southside Christian School comprised the case. Data collection included a participantconstructed graphic representation, individual interviews, and two focus groups. Data analysis
was achieved following the guidelines set forth by Stake (2011). This research revealed that
general education teachers and education professionals in a Christian school perceived that they
were prepared for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism. The findings also revealed
that these same individuals lacked specific training on the inclusion of students with HFA, were
unfamiliar with the non-exclusionary discipline practices such as PBIS, commonly used for these
students, and had little understanding of the IEP process, also common to these students.
Keywords: Asperger’s Syndrome, Christian education, high-functioning autism, Positive
Behavior Intervention Supports, perceived preparedness, self-efficacy, self-fulfilling prophecy.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
General education teachers in K-12 classrooms are increasingly called upon to integrate
students who qualify for special education services in the inclusion classroom (Russo &
Osborne, 2008). If, in fact, the determination is reached that this is the least restrictive
environment (LRE) for the student, the law compels that the general education teacher must fully
include these students in the academic and social environment in their classroom and the school
(Coutsocastas & Alborz, 2010; Smith, 2006). However, when the student enters a private or a
Christian school, this same responsibility for providing services does not apply (Lane, 2017).
Many Christian schools seek to serve students with special needs, most often with far fewer
resources than their public-school counterparts (Brown, 2016; Lane, 2017). In either case, the
attitudes of the teachers and the school’s leadership play a critical role in the success or failure of
this enterprise (Poon et al., 2014; Sharma & Sokal, 2015; Taylor, 2005; Wogamon, 2013).
When the student with high-functioning autism (HFA) is introduced into the general
education classroom, unique challenges often arise. Diagnoses of conditions on the autism
spectrum have greatly increased in the recent past, due in part to restructuring of the diagnostic
criteria in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition (DSM-5)
(American Psychological Association, 2013) and more well-informed medical practices (Siegel,
2018; Silberman, 2016). Teachers need to be prepared for inclusion of an array of students with
varied diagnoses (Dybvik, 2004; Lancaster & Bain, 2019; McCray & McHatton, 2011; Poon et
al., 2014). The purpose of this case study was to understand the perceived preparedness of
education professionals and general education middle- and high-school teachers whose
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classrooms will include students with HFA at a Pre-K-12 Christian school. The remainder of this
chapter addresses background information, provides various (historical, social, theoretical)
contexts and assumptions. Overall, the framework upon which the study is constructed is
outlined in the following sections of Chapter One.
Background
There are many factors that influence the successful inclusion of students with HFA in
the general education classroom. Educators who are new to the inclusion model might benefit
from understanding the challenges posed by students with ASD and their unique needs in
academic support, socialization skills, and regulation of emotions and behavior. The historical,
social, and theoretical aspects of the research are explored to provide a supporting context for the
research. Students from various backgrounds may be combined within a school setting. In this
sense, schools are microcosms of society at large (Battalio, 2005). Therefore, those working in
K-12 education are impacted not only by educational issues, but also by the complex
psychological and sociological influences on students.
Historical Context
Although autism (as the set of symptoms has come to be called) undoubtedly existed
prior to its official identification and label, the United States became aware of this condition in
the early 1940s (Silberman, 2016). On two different continents, at approximately the same time,
a unique set of characteristics became apparent to two different researchers. In (Vienna) Europe,
Hans Asperger cited the characteristics that, until recently, bore his name – Asperger Syndrome
(AS). Leo Kanner in North America, then at Johns Hopkins, focused on more severe symptoms
which, for many years, were distinguished as ‘classical autism.’ Both men identified their
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findings by the same name, autism (Baron-Cohen, 1997; Silberman, 2016). Prior to that time,
both AS and classical autism were often grouped together and called a variety of other clinical
names such as childhood schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, severe retardation, and other
titles indicative of mental illness or mental disability (American Psychological Association
DSM-4, 1994; Silberman, 2016).
In the decades between the 1940s and the present, much has been discovered about the
mysteries of autism. First, and of critical importance, autistic conditions are neurodevelopmental
disorders (Attwood, 2004; Baron-Cohen, 1997; Grandin, 2014; Phan et al., 2020; Silberman,
2016). New research highlights a problem with myelination of nerves in the brain as a possible
cause of ASD. Many other neurodevelopmental disorders share this characteristic (Phan et al.,
2020). A person may exhibit mild to severe unconventional behaviors; no two individuals are
identical in the manifestation of their symptoms. However, broad categories of symptoms do
exist – an intense interest in specific topics to the degree of near-obsession, atypical sensory
sensitivities, and some degree of social impairment are commonalities (APA, DSM-5, 2013;
Grandin, 2014; Grandin & Moore, 2015; Silberman, 2016). Mindblindness is a term used to
describe the social difficulties experienced by those with HFA; the term Mindblindness emerges
from theory of mind wherein an individual developmentally realizes that he or she has thoughts
that are unique to themselves and that other humans do, as well. This realization is commonly
missing in individuals who are on the spectrum (Baron-Cohen, 1997). Those individuals with
autism often experience difficulty with conscious awareness. As a result, experiences they have
are not transferable or generalizable. A direct and overt effort must be employed to overcome
this barrier (Powell & Jordan, 2012).
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Temple Grandin is perhaps the most well-known person with a diagnosis of autism. She
is considered exceptional for her notable success in the livestock industry and her commitment to
helping others overcome the symptoms and constraints of the diagnosis and symptomology of
autism. Ms. Grandin provides educators with a unique and personal glance into the mind of a
person with autism that can help them understand the challenges these students face in education.
In addition to earning her PhD, she continues to learn and inspire others while practicing
modification of her own detrimental behaviors (Lesko, 2018). Her advice and perspective is
invaluable.
There are four sources of law in the U.S., and these exist at both the federal and state
levels. The first level of law is a constitution, and it can exist at either a federal or state level. The
second level of law, below the wide guidelines of the constitution, is a statute. The third level,
with increasing specificity, is a regulation. Judicial opinions are the fourth level of law (Russo &
Osborne, 2008). Though many iterations of special education law have occurred from the 1940s
to the present, “special education law is now governed by three federal laws and numerous state
laws” (Russo & Osborne, 2008, p. 12). The three prevailing laws are the IDEA, Section 504 of
the civil rights Rehabilitation Act, and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).
Along with diagnoses and understanding of autism infusing American culture, special
education law was concurrently experiencing dramatic change from the 1940s to the present. In
the 1950s, the Association for Retarded Children, for people with intellectual and developmental
disabilities, was established (and in 1992 it became the ARC of the U.S.). This was followed by
Public Law (PL) 89-10 in 1965, and in 1968, the Handicapped Children’s Act. Seven more major
changes followed: in 1973, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act was added; in 1975, the
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Education of All Handicapped Children’s Protection Act (PL 94-142) legislation was passed;
PL94-142 lent itself to a parallel change to state requirements for teacher education programs,
but this was only true for 15 states. Twenty-one states required only one course on
exceptionalities (Kearney & Durand, 1992) for general education teachers.
In the 1990s, the American with Disabilities Act (ADA) followed, as well as the Regular
Education Initiative (REI). The REI was promoted to urge general and special education teachers
to cooperatively work to improve education for all children as a move toward full inclusion. Its
initiative arose in response to the poor performance of pull-out and resource programs
(Whitworth, 1994). The REI, in summary, was an unsuccessful attempt to integrate all children
into a general education environment in the state of Illinois. In spite of an implementation plan
and a $1.2 million investment, REI failed to succeed.
Several factors contributed to the demise of REI. These factors included a notable lack of
administrative support, support networks, and resources for staff (Whitworth, 1994) and the
important fact that a continuum of services and placements is needed for children with special
needs. Placement should be an individual decision for each child, as a one-size-fits-all formula
has not proven to be the most beneficial approach (Leifler, 2020). In fact, it is not known which
is the more powerful factor in the special education environment. It could be either the efficacy
of the special education teacher, or the placement could be the more critical factor (Hocutt,
1996).
In 1997, Public Law 94-142, also known as the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA),
was enacted as an extension of the Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. The
Assistive Technology Act (2004) is tied to federal funding. Most recently, 2016 brought the

22

reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Act with additions to the No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) Act of 2001; NCLB, in concert with the Assistive Technology Act, is now called the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and it was implemented in 2015. This legislation
specifically addresses special education students by allowing accommodations on annual testing
for students with a special education diagnosis.
ESSA was created as a modification and enhancement to help depolarize the
controversial nature of NCLB. The high-stakes testing associated with NCLB had negative
feedback from teachers, unions, and the individual states. ESSA worked to remedy this. Not
surprisingly, students with disabilities may face particular difficulties in such a high-stakes
testing environment as that created by NCLB, and civil rights groups took exception to this.
ESSA sought to remedy and improve upon NCLB by moving education back to a more statefocused status so low-performing schools could be supported more fully in their quests for
improvement by those nearest the problem (Hess & Eden, 2017).
ESSA, to the relief of both conservatives and civil rights groups, led to the “devolution”
(Hess & Eden, 2017, p. 2) of federal control in education. The Every Student Succeeds Act is a
renewal of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act passed by then-President, Lyndon
B. Johnson, and it has ten Titles which address specific areas in education. Title I is, perhaps, the
most well-known and it provides approximately $16 billion per year to schools with a high
percentage of low-income students.
The move from NCLB to ESSA was not a panacea, but it did alleviate some of the major
stresses associated with NCLB. The most radical change was the shift of power primarily
moving from the federal to the state level. Many authors (Hess & Eden, 2017; Henig, Houston,
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& Lynn, 2017) point out that education is not addressed in the U. S. Constitution, and therefore,
it is a state’s right to govern over education within its boundaries. Oversight by the federal
government to ensure that its citizenry receives a good education is appropriate.
ESSA requires a differential accountability system for all schools and subgroups in the
state. There are five key indicators ranging from academic proficiency to nonacademic indicators
of student success. A minimum of 95% of students must participate in state assessments.
Schools are relegated to one of three categories based upon their performance. States have the
latitude to use discretion in determining many particular details; this could increase the share of
Title I funds for private schools. Alternate assessment is allowed for the students with the most
severe cognitive delays, up to 1% of a school’s population (Hess & Eden, 2017).
With the emphasis over the last 20 years being on public schools’ responsibility to
educate all children, teachers and school leaders are held accountable for the educational
progress of all students including those with special needs (Blanton et al., 2011).
Again, concurrent with these changes, came the concept of the Least Restrictive
Environment (LRE) which is a section of IDEA, and is considered part of a Free and Appropriate
Public Education (FAPE). According to some, LRE is associated with the terms inclusion and
mainstreaming. This all amounts to the goal of having students who require special education
services spending the maximum appropriate amount of their school day involved in the general
education classroom and activities (Smith, 2006).
Full inclusion means that all children with disabilities, regardless of the nature or severity
of the disability, will be educated in general education; in a full inclusion system, separate
special education placements would no longer exist. Both inclusion and full inclusion imply that
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other placement options would be severely curtailed or abolished (Holcutt, 1999). The amount of
time students spend in the inclusion classroom varies by student and should be determined to fit
the student’s specific educational needs. In some cases, a student’s needs are so severe that the
best placement is an alternative school where intensive interventions and support targeted to
address these needs are available.
Social Context
In 1990, autism became a separate diagnostic category in IDEA, Part C. This recognized
the uniqueness and special needs of students with autism rather than only focusing on potential
behavior problems. A major impetus for this study is the large number of special education
students entering Christian schools in southwest Ohio due to the provision of Ohio Educational
Choice Scholarships to students in failing schools and districts (ODE, 2019). This leads to the
problem of insufficient services and many unprepared teachers as it regards students with special
needs and inclusion of those students
Students formerly identified as having AS now find themselves relabeled as having HFA
or merely ASD, with specifiers to delineate specific symptoms (Detzer, 2016) due to changes in
the DSM-5 (APA, 2013). For these individuals, in general, language development is intact and
typically, the intelligence quotient (IQ) is at, or above, average (Silberman, 2016). Yet, social
impairment (an absence of understanding social mores) continues to plague them and
communication skills are deeply impacted (Anderson, 2011; Grandin, 2015). The typical general
education classroom presents hurdles for most students with ASD in spite of their varied
symptomologies (Anderson, 2011; Grandin, 2015). The challenges or barriers may be grouped
into three areas: external factors, experiential factors, and internal factors. Each student’s

25

challenges present uniquely, and the teacher is called upon to help them ‘bridge’ these areas of
weakness (Holcombe & Plunkett, 2016).
HFA is termed an invisible disability and is often misunderstood. One parent made an apt
comparison; when people see someone with a visible disability, the attitude becomes, “We must
adapt and adjust.” However, with HFA, an invisible disability, the attitude becomes, “They must
adapt and adjust” (Anderson, 2011, pp. 2-3). This is patently inequitable, and yet, understandable
for those with limited knowledge of ASD or HFA. The intensity of behavioral manifestations of
severe sensitivities may take individuals by surprise. However, with adequate preparation and
knowledge, an empathetic approach may help students better manage their reactions to
overstimulation (Grandin, 2015).
Inclusion practices are more efficacious with improved teacher education and attitudes
(Burke & Griffin, 2016). And enhanced teacher quality is one item that was stressed in the 2015
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (Jordon et al., 2019). In fact, Powell and Jordan (1997,
2012) stated that success of the student with ASD hinges upon two necessary components. First,
the teacher must understand autism. Secondly, there must exist, on the part of the teacher, a
willingness and ability to take the perspective of the learner (Powell & Jordan, 1997, 2012). The
attitudes that general education teachers hold toward their inclusion students have a strong
impact on outcomes. Not only do attitudes of teachers bear on the interventions they will use,
they also directly impact the students’ successes (Park & Chitoyo, 2011). Young people with
ASD are likely to experience poor employment and education outcomes following high school,
provided that they do reach graduation (Shattuck et al., 2012). There are many barriers which
may negatively impact success for students with ASD. When inclusion is practiced, the general
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education teachers along with the combined efforts of education professionals, are responsible to
help overcome the barriers to success (Holcombe & Plunkett, 2016).
Theoretical Context
According to Bradbury-Jones et al., (2014) and Creswell (2007), theory can be associated
with the methodologies employed. As well, the role of theory may differ and is dependent upon
the approach to inquiry. Creswell (2007) further stated that good research makes the theory
explicitly known through identification and articulation. This should occur throughout the
research process to indicate its application.
As noted by many experts in the field of autism research, one of the barriers to success
for a learner with HFA in an inclusion classroom may be that the majority of the individuals on
the spectrum are superior visual (rather than auditory) learners (Attwood, 2007; Baron-Cohen,
1997). The typical classroom is auditory in nature and dominated by a lecture format (Attwood,
2007; Grandin, 2014). Also, for some students with ASD, math may come easily, while
figurative language and innuendo leaves them stymied (Grandin & Moore, 2015; Silberman,
2016).
In compliance with federal law, specifically regarding a FAPE, it is incumbent upon
schools to ensure that general education teachers are able and confident to provide services to
every child placed in their classroom (Chew, 2011; Smith, 2006). Dependence upon a classroom
aide to teach a child is not sufficient. Meeting the federal law criteria in a Christian school may
present additional challenges because of the method in which they are funded (solely through
tuition dollars of students’ families). In some cases, Christian schools are merely outreach
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ministries of local churches and finances are difficult; therefore, they simply do not have funds to
comply with federal law if it means decreasing class sizes and hiring additional teachers.
The theory of self-fulfilling prophecy (SFP) (Merton, 1948) posits that when individuals
perceive that their performance is good, it is highly likely to be so. The inverse is also true.
While this certainly applies to students, it is also applicable to teachers. It is imperative that
educators can envision themselves successfully navigating the situation when students with HFA
are included in their classrooms. Based upon the research and interpretations presented by
Merton (1948), the conclusion can be reached that when teachers believe themselves to be
successfully and beneficially impacting the lives of students with HFA, these teachers are likely
to reach their own SFP and become more adept at working with this population of students with
an HFA diagnosis. This conclusion is consistent with the theories of Bandura (1977, 2001)
regarding self-efficacy and social cognitive theory, as discussed later in this section.
Prospection is the more readily accessible topic in current research literature as SFP
appears to reside more within the realm of common knowledge in the field of education as it has
been assimilated over the seven decades since its inception. In alignment with SFP is the theory
of prospection (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007). People think far more about the future than the past to
such a degree that the primary role of remembering may be to plan for the future (Baumeister,
Vohs, & Oettingen., 2016). The theory of prospection is the manner in which someone envisions
a future situation which can have an intense effect on them psychologically and thereby impact
the performance of that individual (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007); this theory correlates perfectly with
the Pygmalion Effect of SFP.
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The first element of SFP is the Pygmalion Effect. This demonstrates that the higher the
expectations for good performance, the higher the likelihood that actual performance will be
good. The Golem Effect, the antithesis of the Pygmalion Effect, shows the negative side of SFP.
It demonstrates that when expectations of superiors are low, the performance of subordinates is
correspondingly low. Again, the importance of this is that teachers need to feel that they are
prepared to navigate the murky waters of autism when those students with HFA are placed in
their care. The social, academic, and behavioral aspects and needs of students with HFA must all
be recognized and addressed to a level that embues teachers with the self-efficacy they need
(Bosch, Maaz, Hitzblech, Holzhausen, & Harms, 2017). Additionally, there is the impact of
socially and culturally constructed differences to overcome (Detzer, 2016).
Shortly after the release of the research by Rosenthal and Jacobson’s Pygmalion in the
Classroom (1968), the business world embraced the theory of SFP, and several studies followed
in which dramatic results were witnessed when managerial expectations were high. “More often
than one realizes, the manager is Pygmalion” (Livingston, 2018, p. 52). School administrators
may have tremendous impact on outcomes for teachers. When preparing general education
teachers for inclusion of students with ASD, it is imperative to provide them with tools and
confidence that lead to realistic and attainable goals. This will serve to raise their SFP and
produce greater success for them. A confidently-prepared teacher is more likely to anticipate
success and thereby perform well for his or her students (Merton, 1948). According to the Fogg
Behavior Model, in preparing a general education teacher to proceed confidently, it is imperative
to achieve this through a series of ‘baby steps.’ A combination of motivation, ability, and a
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trigger increases the confidence to a springboard moment in which the teacher is completely
prepared to tackle the more difficult behavior singlehandedly (Fogg, 2009).
Bandura’s (1995) theory of self-efficacy plays a critical role in construction of a strong
foundation for this research. It undergirds the concept of perceived preparedness with perceived
efficacy with these terms sometimes being used synonymously (Schunk, 1991). Perceived
efficacy also closely parallels SFP on many levels, although self-efficacy and self-fulfilling
prophecy are separate entities (Talsma et al., 2019). As stated by Bandura (1977), “changes
achieved by different methods derive from a common cognitive mechanism” (p. 191). Bandura
introduced the term “human agency” (Bandura, 1995, p. 2). The relevance of this terms applies
when school leaders promote the move to inclusion of students with HFA. Recognition of this
concept and its concomitant beliefs link motivation and goal attainment. Likewise, perceived
efficacy and human agency link and reinforce the bridge between SFP and prospection.
Bandura (2001) also introduced social cognitive theory which smoothly integrates into
the theoretical basis for this research. “To be an agent is to intentionally make things happen by
one’s actions” (Bandura, 2001, p.1). If teachers and education professionals demonstrate a lack
of knowledge and comfort regarding the inclusion of students with HFA in their school, their
SFP and agency will be low. The features which are demonstrated through agency (selfregulatory capabilities, self-development, adaptation, and self-renewal) allow that change can
occur and self-agency can be achieved. When the education professionals and the teachers
combine their efforts through training and growth, collective agency is engaged through their
interdependence. This is a powerful force and likely to result in self-efficacy for those involved
(Bandura, 2001).
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Perceived self-efficacy is defined as: an individual’s beliefs in their “capabilities to
organize and execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situations” (Bandura,
1995, p. 2). These beliefs impact how an individual thinks, feels, motivates themselves, and acts.
The higher the level of self-efficacy that an individual feels, the greater the challenges they can
face, and the greater their commitment to success becomes. Self-efficacy is one of many factors
that may impact behavior. However, its role should not be discounted as many individuals are
failure-averse (Schunk, 1991). It, therefore, becomes essential to help guide teachers toward a
healthy and realistic perception in which they visualize themselves succeeding before initiating a
radical change such as full inclusion of students with HFA (Cole, 2009).
Many of the issues commonly impacting schools in 2020, and for many years prior, are
complex. A partnership between schools and each of the agents at work in a child’s life may
include physical, social, and psychological issues. The integration of these social sciences is
quickly becoming of increased importance in education, more so than ever before. There has
always existed an overlap, but an open and honest look may allow for educators to better attend
to the needs of their entire constituency (Payne, 1994).
Cornett and Kanckstedt (2020) discuss the poor performance of the United States model
of special education and how it provides an opportunity for leaders to reconcile failures that
occurred as results of what they refer to as the original sins that led to the failure of inclusion in
the US. Although the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)
recommendations were adopted by the UN in 2006 (p.510), the US has still not ratified these
recommendations; 180 other nations have. The recommendations are direct and brief; they call
for all students with disabilities to be educated “in existing mainstream educational institutions”
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provided that the student “can adjust to the standardized requirements of such institutions (2020,
p. 510). The United States still operates under the legal concept of a continuum of educational
placements. This leaves the latitude for inclusion or segregation as equally viable options. This is
in contrast to the finer print of the UN Committee which elucidates the need for students with
disabilities to be educated in a mainstream classroom with modifications provided to
accommodate the different learning techniques and styles of all students.
The original sins cited by the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
are starting from the perspective of a medical model which insinuates that individuals with
disabilities are ill and need to be cured or fixed. The second sin is the US failure to mandate
inclusion, and finally, number three is the hampering of meaningful enforcement of that mandate
(Cornett and Knackstedt, 2020). Of course, finer considerations are included in this critique, but
the jist of it is clear.
Situation to Self
Teachers who have significant impact on student outcomes should be highly valued. My
motivation for conducting this study was that most of my career has been spent in two places:
Christian schools and working with students with HFA. I have witnessed, firsthand, the
challenges for Christian schools and the inclusion of students with HFA. As an educator in a
Christian school, I have observed that there appears to be a lack of adequate teacher preparation
and full administrative understanding for successful inclusion of students with HFA, which can
be quite complex. Silvera-Zaldivar & Curtis (2019) discussed the many barriers encountered
when implementing Evidence-Based Practices for social skills interventions in a public-school
setting. Undoubtedly, these also apply in the private Christian school settings.
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This topic holds personal meaning for me, and understanding the perceived preparedness
and perceived efficacy of education professionals and teachers is a key element in making
informed and appropriate decisions as a leader in Christian schools (Martin, 2018). In my
opinion, to examine the mindset of education professionals and teachers toward the inclusion of
students with HFA will potentially inform the school what interventions and supports are
necessary and how they may heighten the likelihood of a successful transition to inclusion. A
thorough investigation where teachers’ true feelings and perceptions are examined will be
requisite.
Philosophical Assumptions
Philosophical beliefs are of great importance in qualitative research. The four primary
philosophical assumptions, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), are ontological,
epistemological, axiological, and methodological. These should be decipherable in the work of
the researcher. As the views and beliefs of participants in this qualitative research are revealed,
so should my own journey through the research be evident. This is a part of the subjectivity of
qualitative research.
The inclusion of students with HFA in a middle- and high school Christian school setting
is the topic of new research, although inclusion of students with HFA in public school settings
has garnered research (Chew, 2011; Esposito et al., 2019). Regardless of the setting and precise
details, there are known social and psychological forces that may impact individuals when their
place of employment undergoes change and expectations are altered. Teachers’ perceptions may
range from great excitement to deep dread, depending upon the individual and his or her specific
circumstances.
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Ontological assumptions. The question that best illustrates an ontological assumption
is, according to Guba and Lincoln (1989), “What is there that can be known?” In this
philosophical realm, I will be seeking to determine the nature of reality (Guba & Lincoln, 1989,
p. 83) for the school leaders and general education teachers participating in this study while still
acknowledging that it is naïve to believe I can firmly contain and identify it in its entirety. A
critical realism will help me focus on the substantial reality and define it.
The well-being of students hinges, in large part, on the well-being of their school leaders
and their teachers. Because of their compromised ability to adjust to new social situations,
students with HFA are particularly vulnerable and dependent upon their teachers to help guide
the way through the transition into an inclusion classroom (Esposito et al., 2019). Likewise, the
teacher who is being called upon to begin including students with HFA, needs to receive the
preparation, training, and support to navigate the situation (Chew, 2011).
Education professionals, likewise, need preparation, training, and support to guide
teachers and students in an efficient and confident manner. The ideal outcome is the one in
which both students with HFA and their general education inclusion teachers experience success
and satisfaction (Johnson, 2019). By determining the perceived preparedness of school leaders
and general education teachers for inclusion of students with HFA in the Christian school setting,
it will become apparent if additional preparation should be pursued and made available to those
educators so they have the tools to succeed. As issues become more complex, teachers and
education professionals may consider a restructuring of classroom and disciplinary guidelines.
Epistemological assumptions. The great epistemological question is,
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“What is the relationship of the knower to the unknown?” (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p.
83). The origin, nature and limits of human knowledge are under examination. This will require
that I examine myself during my research to confirm that I know what I know. As I progressed
through my journey, I maintained my reflexive journal as an “aide-memoire” (Stake, 2015, p.
129) which had potential to assist in maintaining perspectives throughout the research process.
“Knowledge is known through the subjective experiences of people” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.
21). This touchstone will help me confirm that I know what I know.
The power of self-fulfilling prophecy (Merton, 1948) and the Pygmalion Effect
(Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1992) is well-documented in educational research; the literature is
replete with articles discussing every aspect of this phenomenon and its importance in education
(Jussin & Harber, 2005; Lopez, 2017; Madon et al., 2018; Tauber, 1997). The mandate to hold
high expectations for every student accompanies this theory, but administrators and those in
higher education may inadvertently fail to apply this standard when they are educating teachers.
Simply put, a positive and encouraging attitude may help the classroom teacher who is preparing
for inclusion of students with HFA succeed when he or she is facing a novel change and a new
learning curve. The primary goal of achieving efficacy for successful inclusion of students with
HFA is possible with the use of enactive, vicarious, motivating, and emotive sources, according
to Bandura (1977). This is the route to meaningful behavioral change.
On the practical side, the change initiative must provide teachers with adequate and
appropriate training and support (Deacy et al., 2015; Harding, 2009) for inclusion of students
with special needs (Woodcock & Woolfson, 2018). Adequate preparation and positive
expectations can buoy teachers’ attitudes toward the inclusion of students with HFA in their
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classrooms and help those teachers envision their own success; this can act as a powerful
motivator (Warren & Hale, 2016). Even as they envision their own success, the teachers in a
Christian school setting become more likely to succeed, based on the powerful impact of SFP
(Merton, 1948) and pragmatic prospection (Baumeister et al., 2016; Gilbert & Wilson, 2007).
Rhetorical assumptions. Rhetorical assumption, according to Creswell and Poth (2018),
“means that the qualitative investigator uses terms and a narrative that is unique to the qualitative
approach” (p. 327). In more basic terms, the writing style employed is personal and literary. Use
of first-person terminology (i.e., I, my, me) creates an approachable and accessible narrative.
“Prospection” is “the mental representation of possible futures” (Roepke & Seligman,
2015, p. 23). Also, prospection “is a ubiquitous part of the mind” (Seligman et al., 2013, p. 119).
Research has shown that the dominant tendency of humans, when looking to the future, is to do
so optimistically. Part of this involves preparation to achieve the “desired outcomes”
(Baumeitser et al., 2016, p. 4).
Teachers who do not envision success are less likely to experience it and are more likely
to become emotionally susceptible to feelings of depression (Roepke & Seligman, 2016).
Negative prospections are potentially harmful. Successfully incorporating an inclusion program
for students with HFA in a Christian school setting will require psychological/emotional support
for faculty in concert with their skills training. Every effort should be made to increase the
likelihood of a successful outcome, and this begins by evaluating the perceived preparedness of
these general education teachers prior to implementation of inclusion.
Axiological assumptions. Axiology is the third of the philosophical assumptions
addressed in qualitative research. Axioms are basic beliefs that are arbitrary and assumed for no
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known reason. Their utility is defined by the area of interaction and its characteristics. It is
typical to look for the best axiological “fit” based upon the given case (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p.
82). My values, as a qualitative researcher, will be shared in this study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
As an administrator, I adhere to the belief that it is the call and responsibility of those
who work in the field of education to provide the best circumstances possible for both students
and teachers. Students with special needs, including those with a diagnosis of HFA, need to be
given the opportunity to engage as full members of the school community and experience
success therein. Teachers must be provided work conditions and support in which they can excel
in their chosen profession and facilitate the progress of their students.
Multiple and complex factors influence the success of both students and teachers. The
lens through which someone views this situation highlights the factors that impact their actions.
The paradigm, or worldview that an individual embraces steers that person’s approach to any
topic, but particularly it impacts the manner in which they solve or overcome challenges. An
explanation of my research paradigm follows.
Research Paradigm
I strongly agree with the paradigm of social constructivism and I believe that many
teachers inadvertently create an inhibiting or constraining reality that prevents meaningful
growth from occurring. Social constructs play a critical role in day-to-day life and activities for
all people (Cottone, 2017). Examples of social constructs may be as esoteric as a belief that free
will does exist (Cottone, 2017) or as mundane as the unspoken agreement that in the workplace
people avoid the use of inflammatory language. Each of these mental realizations, or
“constructs” (Lincoln & Guba, 2013, p. 47) helps a person form their belief system and navigate
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the world. For the social constructivist, this phenomenon operates on every level from the
individual to engagement in international relations (Subotic, 2017). This is a significant point as
teachers work to prepare all of their students regardless of strengths and weaknesses to move
beyond the sequestered situation in K-12 education to pursue a meaningful place in the wider
world for the remainder of their lives. Being socially prepared and functional are critical skills
for life.
The neurodevelopmental differences that students with HFA experience alter their reality
from that of their neurotypical peers (Silberman, 2016). “What is perceived as real is real in its
consequences. The Thomas Theorem” (Patton, 2015, p. 121). A social constructivist approach
will be employed in this study; it will allow me to construct the reality of the teacher participants
(Cottone, 2017; Hay, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 2013; Patton, 2015; Subotic, 2017). This will
parallel what will be expected of inclusive general education teachers when incorporating
students with HFA; they will be required to thoroughly understand and empathize with the
reality of each student with HFA in an effort to help them overcome impediments to success
(Holcombe & Plunkett, 2016). Socially constructed preconceptions are the foundation of a
paradigm (Jones, 2018).
According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), five important points define social
constructivism: Truth is a matter of consensus, facts are only meaningful within their value
framework, phenomena are not generalizable since they must be understood within context,
cause and effect only exist as attributions, and the data from inquiry are merely another
construction. “An attitude is a constitutive social construct if and only if it exists in virtue of a
group of individuals having granted [it] a normative role in certain of their activities” (Cole,
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2009, p. 597). It is, therefore, proper to expect a social construct regarding inclusion of students
with HFA in the general education classroom to exist within this study’s teacher population; this
construct will undoubtedly impact prospection (affective forecasting) for these individuals who
are preparing to experience the change to an inclusive classroom (Gilbert & Wilson, 2006).
Problem Statement
The problem is that it is not known how education professionals and general education
teachers in Christian schools experience and perceive their preparedness or self-efficacy for
teaching students with HFA in an inclusive class. A large number of teachers in the public school
setting express a feeling of unpreparedness for inclusion of students with special needs, and they
feel inadequately prepared for inclusion of students on the autism spectrum (Able et al., 2015;
Anderson, 2011; Boe et al., 2007; Chesson, 2018; DeBoer et al., 2011; Garrad et al., 2019;
Grandin, 2015; Johnson, 2019; McCray & McHatton, 2011). It has been noted that there is “a
lack of willingness of general educators who want to be trained and implement programs”
(Silveira-Zaldivar & Curtis, 2019, p. 59). The needs of general education teachers in an inclusive
Christian middle- or high-school setting who are striving to construct a meaningful and effective
educational experience for their general classroom students, as well as students with HFA and
students with other special needs, must be met. McLeskey and Waldron (2015) highlighted the
importance of strong education professionals in establishing a successful inclusive school.
Further, administrators are unaware of their teachers’ self-evaluated dimensions of
confidence, (Bosch et al., 2017), and they remain uninformed for how to bolster their teachers’
SFP and meet the needs of these teachers who are striving to construct a meaningful and
effective educational experience for students with HFA and with other special needs. “Few
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higher education programs exist for educators wanting to serve children with disabilities in faithbased schools” (Lane, 2017, p. 226). Most existing literature deals with preparedness of teachers
in public schools (Able et al., 2015; Baio et al., 2014; Crosland & Dunlap, 2012; Harding, 2009).
However, the phenomenon of perceived preparedness has not been examined in relation to
teachers in Christian schools.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this case study in a Pre-K-12 Christian school was to understand the
perceived preparedness and perceived efficacy of education professionals and general education
middle- and high-school teachers for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA).
A teacher’s perceived preparedness is the term to describe that teacher’s self-evaluated
dimensions of confidence regarding a situation in which they must act (Bosch et al., 2017).
Teacher perception is one of the most important elements in any educational program (Aldhabi,
2018; Lancaster & Bain, 2019). This research focused upon the perceptions and feelings of
teachers.
If general education teachers lack experience with this special population, this may
impact the performance of both the teacher and the student. Three theories were examined for
this study. The first, self-fulfilling prophecy (Merton, 1948), also known as expectancy bias, is
an often-examined phenomenon, especially in relation to education (Tauber, 1997). The second
theory, self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977), has appeared in educational research nearly since its
inception. Self-efficacy can be summarized as a belief in one’s abilities (Bandura, 2012). This
theory overlaps and aligns with certain elements of SFP and prospection and helps strengthen
them.

40

Self-efficacy is a goal to be desired and cultivated in a school setting. The third theory,
the theory of prospection, initially established by Gilbert and Wilson (2007), was founded upon
the unique ability that humans appear to hypothesize toward a specific vision for their futures.
According to Gilbert and Wilson (2007), the definition of prospection is simply “experiencing
the future” (p. 1351). “We propose that thinking about the future often involves preparation for
action so as to bring about desired outcomes” (Baumeister et al., 2016, p.4). A powerful
component at work in prospection is our ability to change the future (Baumeister et al., 2016).
Episodic prospection is generally constructed in fine detail. Great athletes or performers
often relate accounts of mentally walking through a performance in excruciating detail prior to
their actual moment of performance. This visualization is a powerful tool. However, prospection
can be faulty; wanting and liking may not be well-matched (Gilbert & Wilson, 2006). When
individuals imagine a proposed future, they may not account for the mismatch between their
vision and reality (Gilbert & Wilson, 2006). Before instituting a school-wide change such as
inclusion of a student with HFA, education professionals must ensure that teachers’ perceived
efficacy is intact through the use of proper dialogue, training, and supports.
Significance of the Study
By exploring the perceived preparedness of general education teachers for inclusion of
students with HFA in a middle- and high- Christian school setting, this research will expand the
body of knowledge in two ways. First, most related studies are quantitative in nature and employ
tools such as the Autism Attitude Scale for Teachers (Park & Chitiyo, 2011). Second, the
majority of the literature emphasizes the behavioral and emotional well-being of students with
HFA who are in inclusion classrooms with little attention being given to the well-being of the
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teachers who are called upon to expand their repertoire to serve a complex, unique, and rapidlygrowing population of students with special needs or to the education professionals who help
lead the efforts for inclusion. Often the educators feel inadequately prepared to do this
(McHatton & McCray, 2007). Both students with HFA and the inclusion teachers require
adequate preparation and support to succeed.
This qualitative study sought to examine the feelings, perceptions, and attitudes of
middle- and high-school educators in a Christian school environment with regard to inclusion of
students with HFA. Feelings, perception, and attitudes are at the heart of qualitative research;
this allows participants to know that they have had the opportunity to be heard. The empirical
and theoretical significance of this study are addressed in more detail below.
Theoretical Significance
The theory of self-fulfilling prophecy (Merton, 1948), also known as expectancy bias, is
an often-examined phenomenon, especially in relation to education (Tauber, 1997). The second
theory, the theory of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977), melds well with SFP. As with SFP, the
perceived efficacy of the participants in this research provides a basis for moving forward in
attempts to successfully implement inclusion of students with HFA. For education professionals
and teachers, the expression of their agency heightens the likelihood of their successful
integration of students with HFA. These two theories provided the lens through which the
research was conducted.
The third theory, the theory of prospection, initially established by Gilbert and Wilson
(2007), was founded upon the unique ability that humans appear to hypothesize toward a specific
vision for their futures. According to Gilbert and Wilson (2007), the definition of prospection is
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simply “experiencing the future” (p. 1351). It is unique to humans to predict consequences of
never-before-experienced events by mentally prospecting them. “We propose that thinking about
the future often involves preparation for action so as to bring about desired outcomes”
(Baumeister et al., 2016, p.4). Further research by Roepke & Seligman (2015) expanded upon
the work of Gilbert and Wilson.
Roepke and Seligman (2015) defined prospection as the “mental representation of
possible futures” (p. 23). Just as humans are able to recollect past experiences, so can they
imagine their own behavior or actions in future experiences. Also of note, “autobiographical
events from one’s personal past, are encoded in everyday life and may be retrieved after long
intervals of time” (Dolcos et al., 2017, p. 2) for up to decades. It is the nature of people in all
professions to shy away from repeating the same mistakes. A powerful component at work in
prospection is our ability to change the future (Baumeister et al., 2016). Visualization is a
powerful tool. It becomes essential to help guide teachers toward a healthy and realistic
perception in which they visualize themselves succeeding before initiating a radical change such
as full inclusion of students with HFA (Cole, 2009).
Theoretically, this present study invokes these three theories to establish a new, teachercentered perspective on inclusion of a complex special education population (students with
HFA), that requires fresh approaches to academic, behavioral, and emotional needs of students
with HFA (Harding, 2009). It is very important to help teachers achieve a good balance of
cognitive and affective reaction to large changes of this type (Gilbert & Wilson, 2006). “Any
inclusion policy is largely dependent on educators being positive about it,” (Avramidis &
Norwich, 2002, p. 129)
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Empirical Significance
Research which addresses the experiences and self-efficacy of inclusion teachers in a
Christian school is rare or non-existent. This research focused on education professionals and
middle- and high school general education teachers and their unique circumstances and
challenges. Additional challenges were likely to occur for students with HFA when classes and
instructors change from one period to the next since these tasks further tax the social and
organizational skills of these students (Grandin & Moore, 2015).
Successful inclusion and a teacher’s feelings of preparedness are linked, and teachers’
confidence may be bolstered by successful inclusion in several ways. Support and determination
from parents, mentors, and special educators, in tandem with successful experiences, are all
confidence-builders for general education teachers of inclusion classrooms and for their students
(Gunn & McCollum, 2013). Empirically, by studying education professionals and middle- and
high-school teachers in a Christian school environment, these special subsets of trained and
usually licensed educators are given a voice (Mngo et al., 2018). However, the opinions and
perceptions of these school leaders and teachers regarding inclusion of students with HFA may
not be exclusive to the Christian school setting.
Principals, in all settings, rightfully expect teachers to treat their students fairly and
respectfully. The relationship of the principal and his or her teachers should mirror this same
spirit of respect and fairness (Jones & Watson, 2017). This leads to another element that I believe
contributes to the uniqueness of this research. Inclusion in public school settings is wellresearched, but there exists a dearth of literature in faith-based settings which provides a gap into
which this research will fit and contribute to the literature base. Continued research in a Christian
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school setting is much-needed and is presently lacking. The results of this study will make a
needed contribution to the literature for issues in Christian education.
Practical Significance
Practically, the findings of this study can be shared with other administrators and
advocates in Christian and private schools as they move to provide education and services to
students from various and diverse walks of life while still promoting an emotionally stable and
healthy faculty (Roepke & Seligman, 2016). The ramifications of this nurturing attitude may be
extensive. Providing needed training and support to teachers who are asked to take on additional
responsibilities may eliminate feelings of job dissatisfaction (McHatton & McCray, 2007).
The manner in which expectations are placed upon teachers require consideration on the
part of education professionals. One key component in using the Pygmalion Effect in
management is that leadership should value people more highly than they value results
(Shashank, 2016). Expectations placed on teachers are often high, and pressure can be great
(Watson, 2017). In the case of schoolteachers in a Christian school, there may be a belief, unique
to the Christian community, that it is God-honoring to attend to the needs of students in special
education to fulfill a spiritual mandate (Burke et al., 2016; Chesson, 2018; Mngo et al., 2018).
The positive influence that good teachers have in the lives of their students has been documented
(Johnson, 2018; Tauber, 1997). Investment in people yields more meaningful outcomes than
investment in results (Shashank, 2016).
Helping teachers attain feelings of positive prospection may cause a decrease in that rate
and subsequently benefit both teachers and their students (Lopato et al., 2016). A more stable
faculty benefits the workforce in education just as it does in other professions, and this stability
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is passed on to students who reap its benefits. Motivation “leads to stability of the workforce,”
which is important for the reputation and goodwill in any organization (Shashank, 2016, p. 10).
Research Questions
Each of the study’s research questions was conceived and optimized based upon one of
the three theories that supports my research. Self-fulfilling prophecy, prospection, and/or the
theory of self-efficacy undergirded each question’s significance. All of these theories are
conditions in which humans create an affective forecast where they picture themselves either
achieving or failing. When a commitment to succeed is made, then self-fulfilling prophecy has
the potential to steer a teacher’s behavior in such a manner as to make their forecast a reality. As
a result, self-efficacy may be attained. In the process, the individual may become either
encouraged or discouraged. Psychologically, this may either take a toll or reap great benefits
(Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; Merton, 1948). The central question and three sub-questions for the
research follow.
Central Research Question
How do education professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or
high-school classroom perceive their preparedness for future inclusion of students with HFA?
Sub-Question One
How do education professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or
high-school classroom setting perceive their preparedness for the academic inclusion of students
with HFA?
The learning style of students with HFA generally differs from that of neurotypical auditory
learners (Attwood, 2007) for whom a lecture-style format is a good fit. Therefore, modifications
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to a previous presentation style used by a teacher may be necessary to reach all learners in the
inclusive class (Kurniawati, et al., 2017). Rosson & Weeks (2018) highlight the importance of
using a strength-based approach for educating students with HFA as demonstrated in a course
where educators identified the strength of the title character in the movie Temple Grandin. This
research showed benefits for all students and was not exclusive to students with HFA (Rosson &
Weeks, 2018).
Sub-Question Two
How do education professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or
high-school inclusion classroom setting perceive their preparedness for achieving the behavioral
support of students with HFA using best practices that align with the Positive Behavior
Intervention Support (PBIS) framework?
Students who are on the autism spectrum generally have increased sensitivities to many
things that neurotypical students do not. This may result in the student acting in a disruptive
manner because he does not have the skill set to recognize or articulate the trigger that is causing
the behavioral disruption. Included are such things as the hum or the flicker of fluorescent lights,
the hum of the furnace fan, a pencil being tapped on a desk, or the strong cologne worn by a
nearby student. To address the needs of the student and still maintain a well-functioning
classroom climate, the general education teacher must be familiar with the idiosyncratic
behaviors that may be demonstrated and have a fair and effective plan in place for possible
challenges. Plans such as PBIS, may provide positive ways to address behavioral issues and
reduce classroom challenges for inclusion students with ASD (Johnson, 2019).
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In their research, McKeithan and Sabornie (2020) reported a moderate effect size for
socio-behavioral interventions employed with secondary-level students with HFA and an average
or above-average IQ. “Regular education teachers, especially at the secondary level, must
facilitate the academic and social transition from adolescence to early adulthood so students are
prepared to meet the challenges of postsecondary life” (McKeithan & Sabornie, 2019, p. 82).
Consistency and understanding among school staff are critical in understanding the many
challenges faced by students with behavioral disabilities like those in ASD (Harding, 2009).
Effective behavior supports that are the most efficacious for students with HFA are assessmentbase, hypothesis-driven, skill-building in nature, and they shape behavior (Sansosti et al., 2010).
Sub-Question Three
How do education professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or
high-school classroom setting perceive their preparedness for achieving the social inclusion of
students with HFA?
This is a critical question because the inability to correctly interpret social interactions is
a primary deficit of students with HFA (Attwood, 2007). Proactive steps need to be taken to
enhance the integration of the student with HFA into the general student community in the
inclusive classroom (Lane, 2017). Leaders of Christian schools need to lead the shift in school
culture to facilitate the needs of special education students (Lane, 2017).
Definitions
These terms are used throughout this document and their pertinence warrants this
collection of definitions for the readers’ convenience.
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1. Asperger Syndrome – Asperger Syndrome is a disorder on the autism spectrum
characterized by social and communication impairments, fixed or repetitive behaviors,
and a limited range of interests (Attwood, 2007).
2. Autism Attitude Scale for Teachers – The AAST is a quantitative tool, developed by
Olley, et al., (1981) “to measure the attitude of schoolteachers towards students with
autism” and it is comprised of Likert-type scale with a small number of questions. (Park
& Chitiyo, 2011, p. 71).
3. Autism Spectrum Disorder – ASD is a neurodevelopmental disorder “characterized by
persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple
contexts, restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities, as manifested
by at least two qualifying examples, and severity is based on the degree of impairments
and the restrictive behaviors” (APA, 2013, pp. 50-51).
4. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders – 5th ed. – The DSM-5 is “a
classification of mental disorders with associated criteria designed to facilitate more
reliable diagnoses of these disorders. It has become a standard reference for clinical
practice in the mental health field” (APA, 2013, p. xli).
5. Education of All Handicapped Children Act (EAHAC) of 1975 – This landmark
legislation is often referred to as Public Law 94-142. Congress determined that all
children with disabilities would have the right to an education. The processes by which
this would occur on federal, state, and local levels were established through this (Wright
& Wright, 2006).
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6. Education Professionals – A category of participants in this research that is meant to
encompass those in the school environment, other than general education teachers, who
hold a position in which they have significant impact on the students in the school.
Examples may be those in administration or leadership, the school nurse, the special
education personnel, the athletic director and teachers of specials with whom students
would have less frequent contact, ( i.e., music teacher, Bible/Religion teacher, physical
education teacher, band director, sports coaches).
7.

Golem Effect – A negative Pygmalion Effect wherein low expectations are projected by
the superior, and therefore, are fulfilled by the subordinate (Reynolds, 2007).

8. Graphic representation – Visual qualitative data in pictorial or graph form of where
objects or perceptions lie in relation to one another (a diagram) (Patton, 2015).
9. High-functioning autism – HFA is roughly equivalent to what was formerly identified as
Asperger Syndrome. According to the DSM-5, individuals with HFA are Level 1
Severity level, and “For example, a person who is able to speak in dull sentences and
engages in communication but whose to-and-fro conversation with others fails, and
whose attempts to make friends are odd and typically unsuccessful. Inflexibility of
behavior causes significant interference with functioning in one or more contexts.
Difficulty switching between activities. Problems of organization and planning hamper
independence” (APA, 2013, p. 52).
10. Inclusion – all children with disabilities, regardless of the nature or severity of the
disability, will be educated in general education classrooms with necessary support
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services delivered therein (Anslow, et al., 2006). There are many definitions of inclusion,
but in this context, this limited definition will serve as a working definition.
11. Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA) – IDEA 2004, a
further legislative stepping-stone, is part of the Code of Federal Regulations. Its focus
“increased accountability and improved outcomes by emphasizing reading, early
intervention, and research-based instruction by requiring that special education teachers
be highly qualified” (Wright & Wright, 2006, p. 15).
12. Perceived preparedness – Perceived preparedness is defined as “the dimensions of
confidence as self-evaluated by the individual” (Bosch et al., 2017, p. 1).
13. Positive Behavior Interventions & Supports– PBIS is “a structured discipline program to
manage classroom behavior by “teaching” students the art of self-discipline” (ERS, 2019,
p. 13).
14. Prospection – Prospection is “the mental representations of possible futures” (Roepke &
Seligman, 2015, p. 23).
15. Pygmalion Effect- An element of self-fulfilling prophecy that states that when higher
expectations are communicated by superiors, then subordinates are likely to perform to a
higher standard (Reynolds, 2007).
16. Response to Intervention – “A system-wide problem-solving data driven process”
wherein students are assessed and given instruction with tiered supports (CastroVillarreal, Rodriguez, & Moore, 2014, p. 104).
17. Saturation - When enough information has been collected to fully develop a model
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 87).
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18. Schoolwide Positive Behavior Support – A three-tiered, data-driven model where each
level proactively works to reach 100% of the school population, only providing more
intensive intervention to the 15-20% of the student population who require it (Lane,
Wehby, Robertson, & Rogers, 2007).
19. Self-efficacy – The belief that predicts behavioral functioning of humans (Bandura &
Locke, 2003). This can work at both the individual and the collective levels (Bandura,
2012).
20. Self-Fulfilling Prophecy – “Expectations about behavior that evoke a situation in which
the expectations are confirmed” (Merton, 1948).
Summary
The purpose of this case study in a Pre-K-12 Christian school was to understand the
perceived preparedness and perceived efficacy of education professionals and general education
middle- and high-school teachers for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA).
It was important to know the views of the education professionals and general education teachers
regarding their capabilities and perceived efficacy in this situation. When considering the rising
number of students with this neurodevelopmental disorder, the expectations of special education
law, and the profound effects that teachers have on their students (Johnson, 2018), the necessity
of a study of this type was evident.
Through self-fulfilling prophecy (Merton, 2016), perception becomes reality. It is to the
benefit of teachers and their students to explore the dynamics of retrospection and prospection
and intervene, if the results warrant that (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; Goldhaber & Cowan, 2014;
Johnson, 2018; Marynowski, 2016; Tauber, 1997; Watson, 2017). Perceived self-efficacy
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impacts performance and decision-making at both the personal and collective levels (Bandura,
2012). There is a chain-like reaction: Efficacious school leaders impact teachers positively, who
in return, provide higher quality education to their students and raise their efficacy (Holzberger
et al., 2013).
With the rapidly increasing number of students diagnosed with autism spectrum
disorder, the pressure for effective inclusion programs for this growing population of students
with unique gifts and challenges is also climbing (Smith, 2006). The limited financial resources
available to many Christian schools may impede their ability to ‘include’ these middle- and
high-school students until teachers feel adequately prepared to do so (Taylor, 2005). An
additional hindrance may exist in the form of resistance to change on the part of school
education professionals or teachers.
The problem is that it is not known how education professionals and general education
teachers in Christian schools articulate their experiences and perceive their preparedness for
teaching students with HFA in an inclusive class. The questions to be asked of participants in
this study were developed to be specific to the main elements of the study while still allowing
participants the latitude to express their views and perceptions in their responses. The definitions
included in this chapter provided a handy reference for the reader who has limited experience
with the disorder known as high-functioning autism.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
This literature review provides the reader with a thorough explanation of the interlocking
pieces of this study. Upon completion of the study, these disparate pieces, with their many
complex contributing factors, will reassemble to create a clearer picture of the phenomenon of
perceived preparedness and how it impacts the teachers in midwestern Christian schools. Selffulfilling prophecy (SFP) is an often-overlooked, but extremely powerful, tool in the hands of
astute teachers (Chandrasegaran & Padmakumari, 2018; Lopez, 2017). Additionally, selfefficacy, as defined by Bandura (2017) and his social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001; Yoon,
2019), provide a strong foundation for this research. And, prospection, or pre-experiencing the
future, may be employed to optimize outcomes for individuals in all walks of life (Figueiredo,
2018; Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; MacLeod, 2016; Roepke & Seligman, 2016).
As teachers are expected to address additional challenges, it is only fair and appropriate
to provide them the proper tools with which to work (Johnson, 2019). The concepts of social
constructivism (Lincoln & Guba, 2013; Patton, 2015; Rau, 2020), social cognitive theory
(Bandura, 2001, Rubenstein et al., 2018; Yoon, 2019), The importance of perception (Fatema &
Langer, 2016; Infurna & Reich, 2016; Patton, 2015), and Positive Behavior Intervention
Supports (PBIS) (Johnson, 2019) also play critical roles in this study.
To further elucidate the need for this research, the processes of ASD, a history of HFA,
inclusion, special education law (Blanton et al., 2018; Williamson et al., 2020), and attitudes of
education professionals toward the practice of inclusion (Harding, 2009; Williamson, et al.,
2016) will be discussed. Additionally, the impact of inclusion on education professionals and
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teachers (Lopato et al., 2016; Warren & Hale, 2016; Williamson et al., 2020) will be examined.
This will provide a picture of the singular and collective importance of the central research
question: How do education professionals and general education teachers perceive their
preparedness for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism?
Theoretical Framework
The role that theory plays in qualitative research is an important one. Theories provide
support and substance along with creating a foundation upon which theoretical statements may
be built. In many instances, theory may drive the questions posed to participants and specify the
analysis of their responses (Wu et al., 2016).
In efforts to understand behavior, it is necessary to examine what may be causing an
individual to behave in a certain manner (Johnson, 2018). This applies to the behaviors of adult
teachers as well as the behaviors of their students. SFP (Merton, 1948) supports the assertion that
a teacher’s perceived preparedness will impact his or her actual performance in the classroom
(Markova et al., 2016; Suddendorf et al., 2018). Prospection utilizes one’s ability to forecast
future events (Roepke & Seligman, 2016).
The goal of having education professionals and teachers attain self-efficacy (Yoon, 2019)
is a worthy one. “Perceived self-efficacy refers to the beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and
execute the courses of action required to measure prospective situations. Efficacy beliefs
influence how people think, feel, motivate themselves, and act” (Bandura, 1995, p. 2). When
education professionals and general education teachers are both highly motivated to move in the
same direction, the power of synergy will engage and goals can be achieved. In 2001, Bandura
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referred to this as a collective agency that is “socially coordinated and interdependent” (p. 1).
Agency translates well to human resource development, according to Yoon (2019).
Of significance in the conversion of an existing Pre-K – 12 Christian school from one
with limited offerings for students with special needs to one in which the inclusion of students
with HFA in a general education classroom is exercised, the leader of the change in practices or
policies must frame the process in terms that are meaningful and communicate the importance of
this change to the faculty. Seeing the relevance of this goal is powerful and encourages selfefficacy (Greene, 2018).
The three theories that form the theoretical framework for this research provide a solid
foundation upon which an assessment can be made. Self-fulfilling prophecy will reveal the
present state-of-mind and attitudes of education professionals and teachers. Perceived selfefficacy will indicate the comfort level and current attitude toward potential future performance
with inclusion of a burgeoning population of students with HFA. Finally, prospection will
provide a glimpse into how individuals perceive their career and future with inclusion. The first
theory, SFP, has long been studied as an explanation for expectations and performance levels in
various fields, including education.
Self-Fulfilling Prophecy
The theory of self-fulfilling prophecy, first described by sociologist Robert Merton,
informs that expectations about a situation or event affect an individual’s behavior such that it
causes the expectation to be fulfilled either positively or negatively (Merton, 1948). In terms of
education, SFP research has focused primarily on the teacher-student relationship. According to
some research, SFPs play an active role in student-teacher relationships (Chandrasegaran &
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Padmakumari, 2018; Lopez, 2017; Madon, et al., 2018), and teachers with a high level of
emotional stability can promote better socioemotional outcomes for their students (Kim et al.,
2018). However, the impact of SFP on academic outcomes is still an unresolved debate
(Andersen, 2018; Kim et al., 2018).
If the initial self-evaluations of preparedness indicate reluctance and an expectancy of
poor performance, then self-fulfilling prophecy may well validate that pessimism. Conversely, it
may also validate a sense of optimism if optimism is what teachers and their managers anticipate
(Livingston, 2009). Further questioning to acknowledge the teachers’ reasons for pessimism or
optimism will inform the interviewer.
One less-discussed aspect of SFP offers encouragement; although SFPs are powerful
enough to manipulate behaviors, they are formed in stages which provide opportunities to
consciously intervene and redirect them (Merton, 1948; Tauber, 1997). Between stages one and
two in the development of SFP formation is the ideal time for intervention. This should occur
before an individual teacher acts in a deferential manner to his or her expectations (Merton,
1948; Tauber 1997). Left unaddressed, SFP has direct applications to marginalizing behavior in
many areas – race, caste, socioeconomic status, and body type, among others (Merton, 1948;
Tauber, 1997).
Two distinct aspects of SFP exist. One of these, the Pygmalion Effect, is demonstrated
when higher expectations lead to higher levels of performance (Andersen, 2018; Chandrasegaran
& Padmakumari, 2018), which results in a positive outcome. The second, and negative,
dimension, called the Golem Effect, is when lower expectations result in lower performance by
an individual (Andersen, 2018; Chandrasegaran & Padmakumari, 2018). The Golem Effect is
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especially harmful when utilized in tracking students depending upon their assigned academic
levels (Andersen, 2018). Some researchers go so far as to call this kind of tracking ‘educational
neglect’ (Beard, 2019). The most detrimental aspect of the Golem Effect is that it is as if those
students who have been classified as underachievers have had an upper limit placed on their
performance, and they proceed through their academic career as though that standard is
inviolable. Unfortunately, the expectancy biases formed may be damaging or prejudicial; when
teachers form inaccurate or low expectations, lower performers are more severely impacted,
while higher achievers can buffer this psychologically by falling back on their past achievements
(Chandrasegaran & Padmakumari, 2018).
Bias may stem from gender, race, ethnicity, physical attributes, or an individual’s name,
dialect, religion, or primary language, but the most powerful of these factors is race (Merton,
1948; Tauber, 1997). In fact, reading Merton’s original publication on SFP is revelatory: it is
primarily an anti-racism treatise that places misguided SFP at the heart of racial discord (Merton,
1948). SFP is considered a weak form of social constructivism (Madon et al., 2018). Regardless
of how SFP may be viewed socially, its worldwide proponents insist it is a powerful pedagogical
tool that is communicated verbally and non-verbally, and that it is grossly-underused to shape
student behavior as beliefs and expectations are internalized (Chandrasegaran & Padmakumari,
2018; Johnson, 2018; Merton, 1948; Tauber, 1997).
Dissenters minimize the impact that SFP has on improving academic outcomes (Kim et
al., 2018; Tobisch & Dresel, 2017). Variations on this theme include the propositions that SFP
effects are modest, but they can be powerful when they accumulate across perceivers, that
multiple vectors of influence may be formed, and that SFP is especially strong as it regards
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socially constructed stereotypes (Madon et al., 2018; Tobisch & Dresel, 2017). However, the
Pygmalion Effect has been more thoroughly substantiated in the field of management where
supervisor/subordinate relationships are examined (Livingston, 2009; Shashank, 2016).
A novel approach will be taken in this study as SFP will be applied to school leaders’ and
teachers’ expectations of themselves. This is a valid application since individuals maintain selfimages and expectations regarding themselves, their capabilities, and their performance
(Chandrasegaran & Padmakumari, 2018). SFP (Merton, 1948; Tauber, 1997) and prospection
(Roepke & Seligman, 2016) can be considered the processes that result in (or fail to result in) the
attainment of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is a primary goal in all careers, but its importance in
education is that it has such a profound effect from the top down. This theory, according to
Bandura (2012), is that “It specifies the theoretical, methodological, and analytical requirements
essential to the advancement of knowledge on the role that perceived self-efficacy plays in
human development, adaptation, and change at both the individual and collective levels” (p. 9).
Self-efficacy
Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy was, soon after its conception, applied in the
field of education. Much research has been conducted on the impact and significance of selfefficacy for school leadership, teachers, and students. In fact, school leaders with high selfefficacy provide more opportunity to the teachers under their supervision to develop their own
self-efficacy which is then passed on to students (Versland, 2016). This is very powerful in the
domain of continuous school improvement.
Bandura coined the term perceived self-efficacy. Perceived self-efficacy was, within the
same article, shortened to the familiar term ‘self-efficacy’ (Bandura, 1995, p. 10). Self-efficacy
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(SE) underpins a strong bridge between SFP and prospection, although each theory holds
nuances to recommend it. All three theories, in tandem, support one another.
Over four decades after the theory’s inception, the current research literature still
references and continues to explore Bandura’s complex and time-tested theory (Bandura, 2008;
Jordan et al., 2019; Talsma et al., 2019). Research by Talsma et al. (2019) explored self-efficacy
and self-fulfilling prophecy. Miscalculation of self-efficacy “(i.e., over-efficacious students) may
have a negative effect when students over calculate their abilities” (p. 182). This demonstrates
the misalignment between SE and SFP. Prospection falls neatly into this gap. The widespread
applications of this theory are not yet exhausted, and its application strengthens and enhances
this research. Like SFP, self-efficacy ties in well to prospection.
Prospection
Scientific advancements have dramatically enhanced the study of brain science in recent
years (Kolling et al., 2018; Schacter et al., 2017). Now, it is possible to see activity in the brain
that corresponds to what researchers believe to be true in many instances (Kolling, et al., 2018;
Schacter, et al., 2017). A pertinent example is when the brain uses the same neural pathways for
remembering and thinking about the future (prospection) (Kolling et al., 2018; Schacter et al.,
2017).
Just as humans look back at their pasts through retrospection, the ability to preexperience or affectively forecast the future through prospection is a confirmed activity in the
human brain (MacLeod, 2016). The term, prospection, was assigned by Wilson and Gilbert
(2005) and may also be called episodic future thinking (Schacter et al., 2017). Episodic future
thinking, as opposed to semantic future thinking, deals with specific autobiographical
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experiences that may happen in the future (Schacter, et al., 2017). This would be akin to the
school leaders and general education teachers in this study picturing themselves with an
inclusion student with HFA and then self-evaluating their preparedness for that eventuality.
Prospection will be accomplished by the graphic representation in this study. It is this personal
application of a possible future experience that makes prospection an excellent theory to include
in this study (Szpunar,2017). In this ability to anticipate and ruminate on future events,
prospection is related to SFP (Duckworth & Seligman, 2017; Szpunar et al., 2017) and perceived
efficacy (Bandura, 1995).
There is evidence in the cognitive and neuropsychological realms that when individuals
remember the past and imagine the future there is a sizable overlap in the processes of memory
and prospection. Memory is known for being an inexact process (Thakral et al., 2020). After all,
humans do not retain live video recordings by storing and retrieving exact replicas of their
experience (Thakral et al., 2020). It is, perhaps, this imperfection in memory that allows humans
to construct a simulation of future events.
When participants are asked to take part in episodic constructive prospection by
envisioning how their classroom would look with inclusion of a student with HFA, they are
being asked to engage in mental time travel (Schacter et al., 2017). Semantic memory, “the
memory of enduring facts about the world” is one type of memory (Suddendorf et al., 2009, p.
1317). However, in prospection (with mental time travel), episodic memory or “a personal record
of the past” is the type of memory engaged (Suddendorf et al., 2009, p. 1317). Episodic memory
is not only more imperfect, but it is also more easily damaged in cases of amnesia, but less easily
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damaged in cases of semantic dementia (Suddendorf et al., 2009). These two types of memory
are not discrete; there is an overlap.
Because episodic memory is prone to reconstruction, it is believed that its primary
purpose may be to provide information from the past to help simulate the future (Redshaw et al.,
2019). When future events are envisioned, it tends to be in similar settings to those in
remembered past events (Szpunar, 2017). The belief that the purpose of memory related to
functions is to create simulations of future events has been corroborated by a number of
researchers (Schacter et al., 2017; Szpunar & McDermott, 2007; Figueiredo, 2018). This
incredible ability emerges in children between the ages of three and five at a basic level (Thakral
et al., 2020) and it progresses with age.
Prospective memory aids in the planning for the future to such a degree that it has been
considered as an instructional aid with young children in an effort to help them with attainment
of future goals (Thakral et al., 2020). In adolescents, this important kind of thinking can act as a
damper to impulsive decision-making behaviors (Bromberg et al., 2015) which are a peril for
many young people. Yet another component of prospection is delay discounting (DD). Delayed
gratification is positively correlated with “academic success, sense of self-worth, and ability to
cope with stress” (Bromberg et al., 2015, p. 1459). DD is basically the antithesis of delayed
gratification and it is often the reason for undesirable outcomes for teens. A strong, vivid image
of the future upon which to focus can facilitate in attaining successes. Again, this is aligning with
SFP (Merton, 1948), and the importance of planning for successful future events and outcomes.
Prospection has the power to influence attitude, mood, and perception of future events
(Kolling et al., 2018; Roepke & Seligman, 2016). It is an integral part of a human’s mental life,
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and it is being examined as a potential component of depression (Roepke & Seligman, 2016;
Duckworth & Seligman, 2017). On the contrary, positive emotions and attitudes give individuals
a boost to discover and utilize their strengths, resulting in psychological well-being and
happiness (Compton & Hoffman, 2013, pp. 3-4; Duckworth & Seligman, 2017; Roepke &
Seligman, 2016).
True prospection requires great mental effort on the part of the individual, and like
memory, it is subject to fallibility (Kolling et al., 2018; Schacter et al., 2017; Duckworth &
Seligman, 2017). Applied to the perceived preparedness of general education teachers toward
inclusion of students with HFA, this concept may potentially contribute to poor perception of
preparedness and create an SFP (Merton, 1948; Tauber, 1997) of poor actual performance. “If
men describe situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Merton, 1948, p. 504). The
attitudes of administrators can influence the direction that teachers’ thoughts take. By
communicating high expectations, administrators raise motivation and performance levels of
teachers (Shashank, 2016).
Related Literature
Areas of relevance to this literature review include special education law and the
historical context and symptomology of HFA. In addition, teachers’ perceived preparedness and
well-being, attitudes of education professionals, the Ohio Educational Choice Scholarship, as
well as the impact that a decision for inclusion has on all parties involved, are discussed in this
section. Also discussed will be the role of PBIS.
Inclusion and Special Education Law

63

Inclusion is a complex topic, and inclusion in the general education classroom has
become the placement for most students with special educational needs. Inclusion refers to the
practice of placing education students with disabilities in the general education setting and
providing services therein with the possibility of some pull-out services (Esposito et al., 2019).
The familiar term, Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), is found in IDEA (Williamson et al.,
2020).
Interestingly, however, the terms inclusion and mainstreaming never appear in IDEA
(Williamson et al., 2020), but the spirit of the law is to maximize the amount of time with
general education peers for the student with special needs (Esposito et al., 2019). The law states
that this is to “the maximum extent appropriate” (Wright & Wright, 2006, p.23), thereby
suggesting inclusion as the favored choice. However, the “law is always subject to different
interpretations” (Wright & Wright, 2006, p. 9).
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) in 1975 was first
known as the Education of All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA, 1975), and, prior to the
implementation of EAHCA in 1975, children with various disabilities were denied a publicschool education (Silberman, 2016). There were special schools for students with special needs
(Silberman, 2016), but there was still much to be learned about various disabilities and best
practices for each of those disabilities in special education. The vast majority of students with
special education needs were receiving no FAPE prior to Public Law 94-142, also known as
EAHCA (Silberman, 2016). Proponents of inclusion believe that it is the pathway to full social
inclusion for students with special educational needs (Jordan, 2008).
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The early days of special education were barbaric institutions with no stimulation to
become ‘included’ in society, but parents led the charge for education to occur (Jordan, 2008).
Public education was exclusionary, and change was on the horizon: not all issues regarding
inclusion had been resolved. The counterpoint to inclusion is the claim that for students with
learning disabilities and HFA, the general education classroom may not be the least restrictive
environment (LRE)-of-choice because inclusion is often an illusion of meeting student needs
(Gaines & Barnes, 2017; Hoppey, 2020; Larcombe et al., 2019; Siegel, 2018; Wei et al., 2017).
Students with special needs can retain access to the general education curriculum, as mandated,
in a pull-out situation where their particular needs and learning styles can be addressed (Hoppey
& McLeskey, 2020; Siegel, 2018; Williamson et al., 2020). The ultimate goal should be to
“make the education of all children more humane, more compassionate, and more valuable, now
and in the future” (Osgood, 2005, p. 15).
“Research suggests mainstream teachers are inadequately prepared for inclusive
education” (Nwoko et al., 2022). It intensifies instructional time and increases demands on
teachers. The conflict that the demand for inclusion places on schools is real and seems to be
quickly reaching a breaking point where compliance may soon be demanded.
There are challenges when practicing inclusion of students with special needs, especially
those with HFA. These challenges, such as the students’ increased sensitivities and inflexibility
with change, may exceed the supports that are typically available in the general education
classroom. If handled properly, education should be an effective treatment for HFA. There is a
need for adequate training for teachers who work with students on the autism spectrum.
According to research by Ho et al., (2018), teachers in Hong Kong believed that “children with
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ASD had some of the most challenging and complex challenges to learning that they were faced
with” (p.143).
Teaching goals and intentional behaviors are keys to success for students with HFA,
especially regarding social integration. There is often a mythical norm that teachers embrace
regarding how children think and learn (Jordan, 2008). A number of strategies may be employed
to assist with behavioral, emotional, and academic barriers that arise. A proactive approach in
schools and classrooms can circumvent many potential problems. For consistency and
reinforcement of positive practices, a school-wide effort is preferred (Johnson, 2019) and
necessary.
Regardless of age-group or grade-level, positive behavior interventions and supports
(PBIS) can steer the environment in the right direction and thereby reduce or eliminate the need
for negative or punitive disciplinary measures (Johnson, 2019). Crosland and Dunlap (2012)
provide a respectably-sized list of interventions that can facilitate the inclusion of students with
autism. Other students in a classroom may benefit, as well. This list includes, prompting
strategies, visual schedules, delayed contingencies, self-management strategies, peer-mediated
interventions, a standardized model for individualized interventions such as positive behavior
support such as Response to Intervention (RtI), and a three-tiered prevention model known as
Schoolwide-Positive Behavior Support (SW-PBS) (Crosland & Dunlap, 2012, pp. 254-261).
Both RtI and SW-PBS are data-driven schoolwide systems that proactively provide tiered
supports to those students who need them most. RtI focuses on the academic needs of students
(Castro-Villarreal et al., 2014). SW-PBS focuses on behavioral outcomes for students (Lane, et
al., 2007). Each system is three-tiered and individualized so that 100% of the school population
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is included. A solid combination of these strategies, put into practice at the beginning of the
school year, sets a teacher in the position of clear leader of his or her classroom and a positive
proactive classroom climate.
Although the changes in special education law and practices appear to follow no preestablished route, they were not capricious decisions. The paths taken have followed input from
multiple disciplines and multiple stakeholders, not the least of which is parents of students with
disabilities. The importance of a multidisciplinary team creating an IEP is enormous. An IEP is
individualized, and each party involved knows a different perspective of the individual student.
Therefore, each member of the team has a unique contribution to make to the process. When
issues cannot be satisfactorily resolved at the school level, they may result in mitigations that
again test and impact the law (Bakken, 2015).
The means and tools with which students are evaluated for special education services
must legally be nondiscriminatory in nature. After the needs and interventions for a student are
established, only then are placement and the number of services determined. To attain the goals
of the IEP is of primary importance (Bakken, 2015). To work from a perspective of inclusion-isthe-best-choice-for-all-students is to lose focus on the goals established by the multi-factored
evaluation (MFE) and by the multidisciplinary team whose job it is to determine from the wider
perspective the best educational choices for that individual. There is no credible way to shortcut
this process.
IDEA (2004) mandates a Free and Appropriate Public Education`(FAPE) in the LRE for
students with special needs (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2020). Many arguments have arisen over the
decades since the establishment of IDEA. This occurred primarily due to vagaries in the
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interpretation of wording in IDEA. These conflicts reached a new level in a landmark case in
1982 in Board of Education of Hendrick Hudson v. Rowley. This ruling favored the school
district by determining that “some educational benefit ‘satisfied the law’s wording of FAPE’ in
this case where parents demanded a sign language interpreter for their deaf daughter” (Cowin,
2018, p. 590).
A consensus of how a FAPE should be accomplished for an individual student is to be
determined by a team of experienced and invested parties (parents, students, special education
teacher, general education teacher, speech and language therapist, physical therapist,
occupational therapist, school nurse, school administrator, school psychologist, counselor,
paraprofessional, etc.) and generally begins with a multi-factored evaluation (MFE) or an
evaluation team report (ETR). These steps are to ensure that there are modifications in place to
mediate the problems related to a student’s educational performance (Cowin, 2018). This process
culminates in the creation of an Individualized Education Program (IEP). Once the IEP is
developed and signed by all parties, the supports and services must be implemented, by law
(Cowin, 2018; Siegel, 2018).
It is at this juncture that many school districts are unable to meet the needs of students
with a diagnosis on the autism spectrum. The various therapies and the frequency at which they
are needed quickly become prohibitively expensive. One rarely-discussed fact regarding autism
spectrum disorders is the burden parents suffer financially. Because of the multiple therapies that
are recommended, treatment quickly becomes unaffordable. For the more than 3.5 million people
with an ASD in the United States, the combined costs of care exceed $236 billion annually
(The Lancet Neurology, 2017). Many of these costs may be borne by public school districts.
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The evolution of special education has historically been highly visible and contentious.
There has existed an endless debate over the degree to which inclusion is appropriate. The
majority of debates on inclusion are based on pedagogy, ethics, and ideology. But, most
consistently, they are emotionally-charged. There is no imminent end to these debates in sight;
efforts to instate full inclusion for all students continue even for the most impactful disabilities
such as Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI), emotional-behavioral disorders (EBD), and autism.
Violent and dangerous behaviors now often first fall into the hands of general education teachers
to manage along with distractions and diversities that accompany any group of students (Osgood,
2005). Careful and appropriate placement should be practiced by each student’s special
education team (Chesmore et al., 2016) which leads to dissent from those who believe in
inclusion regardless of individual circumstances.
In the early 1990s, the Regular Education Initiative (REI) pushed against pullout and
separate special education programs as being the best approach to meet the needs of those
students whose greatest potential is difficult to reach in the general education classroom. REI
pushed for a complete removal of any special classes. In response, a more blended approach was
proposed to serve all students best by giving each individual what they require to learn while still
providing integration of all students where appropriate (Osgood, 2005). Destigmatizing special
education and providing external support may also ease some of the pressures on the general
education teacher.
The use of the terms mainstreaming and inclusion can be confusing; these words are not
synonymous nor are they interchangeable, as they denote two distinct goals. Mainstreaming
denotes that the student will adapt to the general education classroom, which is a healthy step
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toward integration. Conversely, inclusion connotes that the general education classroom setting
will adapt to the student (Osgood, 2005). This may be difficult to achieve, but it should be an
attainable goal for the general education teacher with significant continuing education or if the
district has finances to support well-trained classroom aides.
The battles over IDEA were still not over nearly forty years after its passage. In 2017, the
law needed further interpretation in the case of Endrew F. v Douglas County School District RE1. The fifth-grade boy in this case, Endrew F., had been diagnosed with autism and attentiondeficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) which often exist as co-morbid conditions (APA, 2013).
Because of communication difficulties, Endrew struggled with expressing his needs and
emotions, interacting appropriately with peers, and controlling his anxieties except through
unacceptable and disruptive behaviors. Clearly, his needs were exceeding the determined
interventions and their effectiveness and his education was not meeting the standard of
“appropriate” or the goals of his IEP (Cowin, 2018).
The Supreme Court determined, in this case, that standards in IEPs must do more than
marginally exceed the de minimus threshold. Rather than establish a standard by which all
further cases could be judged, however, “the Court merely stressed that lower courts should defer
to the judgment of school authorities” (Cowin, 2018, p. 591). This implies that the wording and
interpretation remain open to further speculation in spite of the precedent set by Board of
Education in the Hendrick Hudson Central School District v Rowley. The young girl in this case,
Rowley, was mostly deaf and her parents petitioned for a sign language interpreter and were
denied by the school district. The school demonstrated that the child had good functioning and
appropriate progress without the use of a sign language interpreter. The Court’s new
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interpretation stated that IDEA “requires an educational program reasonably calculated to enable
a child to make progress appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances” (Cowin, 2018, p. 604).
It is noted that an appropriate education need not equate to the best possible education (Osgood,
2005).
In fact, since the ruling in Endrew F., in favor of the plaintiff, the Supreme Court
reviewed the case and established that IEPs must be written to a higher standard, employing the
term “appropriately ambitious” (Cowin, 2018, p. 591). However, the lower courts still struggle to
attain a proper balance between the intense needs of a child being met and the additional stresses
and responsibilities placed upon a school system which far exceed meeting the academic needs
of students who require special education services. The implications of a more rigorous
expectation are far-reaching. The repercussions include both positive and negative outcomes.
For advocates of inclusion, the most positive aspect of Endrew F. is that more students
will experience their education in an inclusive environment which may provide social and
emotional benefits to the child. Public schools face the burden of reorganization and allotment of
resources to supply extensive and very expensive accommodations. General education classroom
teachers face a new learning curve in an effort to help students who qualify for services
maximize their potential in all domains. This point remains one of contention in the law since
Rowley, (the child was deaf); the degree to which an IEP must reach has been debated. Is it to
“maximize a child’s potential, to provide ‘some educational benefit’, or to provide ‘meaningful
educational benefit’”(Cowin, 2018, pp. 597-598)?
A further benefit of inclusion, if well implemented, is that it gives all students access to
the common good (Szumski et al., 2017). With the great influx of students who are diagnosed as
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being on the autism spectrum (1 in 58), the cases of Rowley and Endrew F. will undoubtedly be
followed by others as the question of how extensive an IEP must be is re-examined and reevaluated by the courts. These educational issues will place school districts in a difficult position
as funding will need to be reallocated and may reduce other activities that are in high demand by
students and parents.
Over the last decade, the number of students needing special education services has
skyrocketed by 30%, and the number of those students receiving a diagnosis of autism has
increased by 165%, many of those diagnosed with HFA (Siegel, 2018; Williamson et al., 2020).
This has placed an enormous burden on school districts. This is especially true for those districts
who are unacquainted with the autism spectrum and its complexities.
A self-contained classroom can be designed to address the student’s disability and the
specific symptoms that impede full inclusion; it might contain any or all of these: speech and
language therapy, occupational therapy, physical therapy, a sensory room, picture charts, handson learning, and/or Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (Rubenstein et al., 2018). Applied Behavioral
Analysis (ABA) may be provided for lower-functioning students with autism (Roane, Fisher, &
Carr, 2016). There are also intermediate placements that might better enhance the child’s
educational experience (Siegel, 2018).
If a child with autism is prescribed full inclusion, the responsibility of meeting his or her
needs involves the general education teacher (Manrique et al., 2018). However, the oversight of
students with special needs within a school falls to the special education teacher and the
decisions about who implements modifications is made by the student’s IEP team. A student
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with special educational needs is more likely to succeed in an inclusive classroom in elementary
and middle school than in high school (Gaines & Barnes, 2017; Shalev et al., 2016).
Kurth and Mastergeorge (2010) examined outcomes for middle-school age children with
ASD. In this well-controlled study, those students with ASD who were in inclusive classrooms
demonstrated better academic achievement than those who spent less than 50% of their school
day in an inclusive environment. Wagner (2016) stated that if the LRE is full inclusion, a
minimum of the following three questions must be answered.
•

How will intention to model and learn social skills from peer models be
implemented in this setting?

•

How will multiple opportunities for the child to practice his/her new skills be
provided?, and

•

How will learning be measured, and how will data be collected? (p.3).
The preparation that the general classroom teacher has received is crucial, as is
their previous exposure to people with this disability. Teachers must perceive that
they are prepared to have inclusion students with HFA to perform comfortably
and to the best of their abilities for all students in the classroom (Blanton et al.,
2018; Siegel, 2018). This requires proper knowledge and exposure and the ability
to differentiate to all levels in curricular content, discipline, and time
management.

Recent changes in special education have created a potential problem for many educators.
The diagnoses of specific learning disabilities remain the most common, according to the U.S.
Department of Education 2019 data; autism spectrum disorders are now the second most
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common diagnosis for special education services [U.S. Dept. of Education (DOE), 2019] and
they are the most commonly diagnosed developmental disorder. Over half of the students with
developmental disorders are diagnosed with HFA. Therefore, it is incumbent upon teachers and
administrators to routinely provide the services to help these students succeed (ODE, 2019; U.S.
DOE, 2019).
The attitudes of school and district leaders directly impact how inclusion is viewed by
teachers and how they perceive their preparedness for this eventuality (Marynoswki, 2016).
Whether education on inclusion is received pre-service or in-service, it may impact perception,
as do past experiences. The number of students on the autism spectrum within a school is a
demographic feature that potentially has an impact. Morrier et al., (2011) report that fewer than
15% of teachers in their research had any preservice training (for inclusion of students on the
autism spectrum) in their teacher preparation programs. A national survey of teacher education
programs regarding preparation for inclusion might further enlighten the situation.
HFA Symptomology and History
Prior to embarking on an exploration of HFA, a person might question, “What exactly
causes ASDs?” In the early days of identification of ASD, its origins were unknown and those
who had autism often faced institutionalization, a common remedy to many misunderstood
problems of the era (Silberman, 2016). As science and medicine have advanced in the interim,
new insights have shown that there are genetic and biological components working in tandem in
the early development of these individuals who struggle to acclimate to society’s constructed
norms, including school culture. It is only in more recent studies that emphasis on the difficulty
in socio-communicative features for students with HFA have been addressed. Many with ASD
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prefer to be accepted just as they are (Jordan, 2008). Rather than working from a deficit model, a
classroom in which students with HFA and general education students are taught to embrace and
build upon their strengths may provide a critical turning point for these individuals (MacLeod,
2016).
Students with any form of autism, from the extreme ends of the spectrum to everything in
between, begin their journey from the genetics contributed by their parents. These genetics, in
the embryo, impact the development of neural fiber pathways in the brain and this continues until
the individual reaches young adulthood (Vasung et al., 2017). After the baby is born,
development occurs at a staggering speed. A major part of development during this first few
years of life is myelination of nerves and structures in the brain (Phan et al., 2020).
In response to those who might judgmentally blame parents for a child with autism’s
struggles with the world; it is not a disorder of choice, poor parenting, or a “spoiled” child.
Autistic behaviors stem from an imperfect nervous system and an altered sensory system. There
is nothing voluntary driving this pathology and it is vital that teachers understand this.
Recent research that addresses the causes of ASDs has focused on the disruption of
myelination of nerves in the white matter of the brain and the corpus collosum; the brain with
ASD has a high proportion of thin axons and decreased myelin thickness. This provides a fresh
therapeutic target for treatment of autism (Phan et al., 2020). It is also recognized that
insufficient myelination of the corpus collosum, the transverse bundle of nerve fibers connecting
the brain hemispheres, is both under-developed and under-myelinated in ASD.
In tandem with being a neurodevelopmental disorder, autism is also classified as a
neuropsychiatric disorder (Mighdoll et al., 2015). It is categorized with other myelin-related
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disorders such as syndromic autism, Fragile X, Tuberous Schlerosis Complex, Angelman
Syndrome, and Neurofibromatosis (Sztainberg & Zoghbi, 2016). This grouping of myelination
disorders even extends as far as schizophrenia, which is a demyelination disease Mighdoll, et al.,
2015).
Asperger Syndrome was named after Dr. Hans Asperger, the Viennese doctor who first
recognized the unique cluster of symptoms in a group of his patients; these patients were
considered to be on the high-functioning end of the autistic spectrum (Lilley, 2015; Silberman,
2016). IQ for the individual with HFA is generally average or above, and some rare individuals
have savant abilities. Speech tends to develop on a normal trajectory, although there is a
characteristic flat affect, or lack of inflection and problems with understanding inferences
(Silberman, 2016; APA, 2013).
It is of critical necessity to differentiate that this research is focusing upon students
diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome or high functioning autism rather than classical autism.
These disorders share two features: difficulties with social communication and repetitive
actions/narrow interests (Baron-Cohen, 2008). The primary differences between HFA and
classical autism are language development and IQ (which is largely dependent on language
development). Each child, dependent upon his or her combination and severity of symptoms,
must be understood as an individual. Students with much lower IQ scores will need much more
academic intervention. While social skills for those with HFA may be a deficit, non-social skills
may be exceptionally high (Warnell & Redcay, 2019; Grandin & Moore, 2015).
There may be no deficit in oral communication, but language can still be problematic, as
implied meanings are usually not understood, and this phenomenon known as Mindblindness
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(Warnell & Redcay, 2019) can affect the sense of humor for an individual with HFA. There may
be intense interest in a very limited range of topics, and these may be the only topics the student
with HFA wants to discuss with others, resulting in an alienating pedantic behavior. There is
usually difficulty for the child to maintain eye contact, and reciprocity in conversation is rare.
Extreme sensitivities may exist to lights, sounds, touches, tastes, and smells. There is often an
element of clumsiness or lack of fine motor skills (APA, 2013; Silberman, 2016).
These symptoms can vary greatly from one individual to the next with HFA. The
perseverance of poor communication and lack of social skills can extend through an individual’s
lifespan (APA, 2013; Grandin & Moore, 2015; Lesko, 2018). Social skills may be improved
upon by directly addressing them through therapeutic means (Grandin & Moore, 2015; Lesko,
2018). Anxiety does tend to be extremely high; Kanner indicated that in those with HFA, there
exists an “anxiously obsessive desire for the maintenance of sameness” (Sztainberg & Zoghbi,
2016, p. 1408). Reactions to unpleasant stimuli can result in a dramatic outburst from the
individual, but desensitization therapy may ameliorate this behavior (Bandura, 1977; Lesko,
2018).
Full inclusion for a student would place this student in the general education classroom
for the majority of the school day, perhaps with a paraprofessional to help manage behaviors and
provide support for the student. Oftentimes, students with HFA have no specific learning
disability and solely struggle with behavioral and social changes (Jordan, 2008). However, the
paraprofessional is not a licensed educator, but may be left to teach curricular material to the
student. “Disagreement remains over whether disabled students actually benefit from inclusive
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classrooms” (Dybvik, 2004, p. 44). However, most research does support the benefits of
inclusion.
Some parents of students with HFA are making their voices heard with regard to the
preferred placement of their children outside of the general education classroom (Lilley, 2015).
A typical school classroom is a challenging environment for this neurodiverse group (Esposito et
al., 2019; Larcombe et al., 2019). Educational outcomes for students with HFA vary, but overall,
they are generally not excellent. Many parents express disagreement on whether their child
should be educated in a general education classroom or in a special education classroom, citing
that the latter celebrates abilities rather than disabilities, and may, therefore, be preferable
(Larcombe et al., 2019; Lilley, 2015; Warren & Hale, 2016).
Attitudes of Education Professionals
It is known that the values embraced by leadership in an institution are reflected
throughout the organization. For instance, the attitudes of school and district administrators
toward inclusion and teachers’ capabilities are filtered through the entire hierarchy completely
down to individual students (Suleymanov, 2015; Marynowski, 2016; Sharma & Sokal, 2015).
The role best assumed by a principal who wishes to see inclusion work in his or her school
would be a facilitator role wherein support is provided in order to see teachers excel (Hoppey,
2016; Jones & Watson, 2017). In order to promote an inclusive culture, leadership must work to
foster that attitude and this may include developing a knowledge specific to the field of special
education (Esposito et al., 2019), thus, leading by example. Knowledge of IDEA, and the reenactment of Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA), special
education law, and how these topics impact his or her school is the absolute minimum that a
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principal in an inclusive school should know (Suleymanov, 2015). In addition, a working
knowledge of the IEP process from start to finish should be evidenced in an inclusive school
leader (Lane et al., 2019; Woodcock & Woolfson, 2018).
Attitudes of leaders are social representations (Cottone, 2017). Purkhardt (2016) stated
that the social representations “form an ‘environment of thought’ that determine our perceptions
or conceptions of reality and directs our actions” (p.4). This social reality sets the tone for
whether a school district and/or its employees will more readily embrace and commit to being
inclusive. However, at times, a paradox exists wherein a district may provide training to support
inclusion, but even so, teachers feel they lack necessary skills and that their leadership lacks
proper commitment and support. These teachers are apprehensive that their performance is not
up-to-par, and they then place the blame on lack of adequate training (Hoppey, 2020; Woodcock
& Woolfson, 2018).
Clear leadership functions facilitate the inclusion of students with special needs. One
excellent model for promoting this is the STAR program. This acronym breaks down to S for Set
the tone, T for Translate research to practice, A for Arrange for collaboration between
professionals and R for Reflect on processes and outcomes. This is intended to function as a
schoolwide model (Crosland & Dunlap, 2012, p. 261). The area of inclusion practices and
providing teachers with the skills and supports for them to be successful in their classrooms
should be at the forefront when decisions are made by school district administrators regarding
how best to expend their resources for professional development (Armstrong, 2019; Gaines &
Barnes, 2017; Larcombe et al., 2019). According to the definition provided by Watkins et al.,
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(2015), full inclusion means that the student with HFA spends 80% or more of their day in the
general education classroom.
Woodcock and Woolfson (2018) indicated that inclusion, in order to be effective, cannot
occur solely at the classroom level. Systemic support promotes a positive attitude and manages
factors that are not under the control of teachers, many of whom express insecurity at the idea of
inclusion. “As educators become increasingly tasked with adhering to stricter standards,
requirements, and measures of professional evaluation, the responsibility of administrators and
other stake holders in education grows with respect to addressing focused professional
development” (Gaines & Barnes, 2017, p. 1). This insecurity is at odds with the initiative of the
United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) which is to ensure
the right of all students to receive their education in an inclusive classroom (Woodcock &
Woolfson, 2018).
Attitudes of empathy and caring toward students with HFA and an appreciation of their
strengths will be telegraphed through the district and school if they are sincerely embraced and
prioritized by administration, leaders, faculty and staff (Esposito et al., 2019; Kim & Seo, 2018;
Sharma & Sokal, 2015). As demonstrated throughout this section, there are many demands
placed on schools and they may come from a variety of parties (i.e., special interest groups, the
community, parents, the state, etc.), each with their own motivation. It is incumbent upon each
district to establish priorities and allocate funding accordingly. This may be contentious and
costly.
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Impact on Teachers
“Research literature in the field of teacher emotions and change broadly accepts that
behavior and cognition are inseparable from perception and emotion” (Saunders, 2013, p. 303).
Initiatives of inclusion place new demands on schools, and it is the general education classroom
teachers who bear the brunt of this burden of implementing inclusion at their classroom level
(Suleymanov, 2015). When examining inclusion of students with ASD, one fact stands clear: the
more teachers know about ASD, the greater the benefit to students. Even though some trainings
are largely effective, not many schools provide them (Lane et al., 2019; Larcombe et al., 2019).
Three primary barriers to inclusion occur. First, classroom teachers may struggle because
of a lack of positive attitudes toward inclusion. Second, there is a lack of teacher training
(Nwoko et al., 2022; Ravet, 2018; Silveira-Zaldivar & Curtis, 2019). Finally, there is an
unwillingness or an inability to adapt on the part of teachers (Sargeant & Berkner, 2015).
Overall, general education teachers do not feel prepared, resulting in negative attitudes and stress
while lowering teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy (Gaines & Barnes, 2017).
More experience with inclusion increases acceptance of a new category of exceptional
children (Saloviita, 2020). Statistically, significant correlations between the attitudes of teachers
of inclusive classrooms and the amount of additional training and support they had received have
been reported (Mngo et al., 2018). Better preparation and support yielded better attitudes.
Inclusion results in additional requirements being placed on general education teachers,
and it has been shown to influence their attitudes. Feeling unprepared may negatively impact
these teachers, and it may manifest as frustration or resentment (Armstrong, 2019; Saloviita,
2020; Suleymanov, 2015). General education teachers need more training in special needs and
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more support from administration and special educators. When these needs are unmet, this is
likely to impede successful inclusion.
When teachers do not perceive themselves as prepared, and they do not experience the
support of their leaders, this is, naturally, anxiety-inducing (Watson, 2017). When factors
regarding preparedness fall outside of an individual’s control, this can result in stress, lower job
satisfaction, and leaving the profession prematurely (Woodcock & Woolfson, 2018). Perceived
control of a situation bolsters functioning and survival (Reich & Infurna, 2016). Personality and
subjective well-being are self-perceptions that individuals access frequently. Related to this is the
fact that life satisfaction serves as an indicator and predictor of physical and psychological health
(Miller et al., 2019). According to Gaines and Barnes (2017), following the guidelines set forth
in IDEA and subsequent legislation, inclusion is the ideal until proven otherwise, “The current
best practices among K-12 educators embrace the practice of inclusion of students with
disabilities into general education classroom settings to the extent possible” (Gaines & Barnes,
2017, p. 1). Just as Harmsen (2018) was cognizant of the stress felt by general education
teachers, Gaines and Barnes (2017) recognized that “In order to retain existing regular education
teachers and to attract new teachers, reducing teacher stress with respect to inclusion practices
should be a primary focus” (p. 1).
It is not only general education teachers who may not feel prepared for inclusion of
students with HFA, many education professionals, special education teachers and
paraprofessionals also report perceptions of not being prepared (Agran et al., 2020; Blanton et
al., 2018; Brown, 2017; Tiwari et al., 2015). Novice teachers may fear that their classroom
management skills may be insufficient, resulting in a lack of confidence (Manrique, et al., 2018;
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Suleymanov, 2015). Despite the continuing push to maximize inclusion, pre-service teachers do
not show strong positive feelings toward inclusion, especially if immigrant status and/or special
needs apply to those students (Markov et al., 2016).
In fact, Gaines and Barnes (2017) suggested that many teachers in K-12 share the belief
that not all students can learn in a general education classroom which demonstrates disagreement
with the fundamental spirit of inclusion. These differing views toward inclusion have affective,
cognitive, and behavioral impact on teachers and students (Markova et al., 2016; Suleymanov,
2015). There is much support for university-based teacher training programs, and yet, the
evidence that preservice teachers are being adequately prepared for inclusion of atypical students
is scant (Lancaster & Bain, 2019). Perceptions of adequate preparedness of teachers of students
with HFA remain poor (Lancaster & Bain, 2019; Manrique et al., 2018; Markova, 2016). PBIS
may provide one tool which can lead many teachers (in various situations) to feel more
efficacious (Johnson, 2019). This is consistent with Bandura’s concept of agency (Yoon, 2019).
Positive Behavior Intervention Supports
PBIS are a means by which classroom behavior and activities can be improved and
designed to diminish negative behavior. Generally, 65% of the school day is engaged in typical
behavior, while the remaining 35% is consumed with atypical or disruptive behaviors (Johnson,
2019). If improvement of a behavior plan is indicated, PBIS may provide a reasonable solution.
PBIS consists of four component parts. Building of self-esteem heads the list. Second is
effective communication. Mentoring is the third component and research shows that this is the
number one way to help at-risk students remain in school. Finally, is restoration through
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restorative circles, which ideally concludes with reintegration within the group. These steps
combine to train students to exercise control over their own behavior (Johnson, 2019).
Every element in the classroom is taken into consideration with PBIS, so this technique
provides myriad opportunities to employ best practices with three tiers in a schoolwide model.
In order to reach 100% of students, all three tiers must be instituted. At Tier I, the universal level,
80% of students respond. Tier II, the secondary level, will result in an additional 15% response.
The remaining 5% of students will be reached with Tier III, the individualized level (Johnson,
2019).
Key elements of best practices and PBIS include present and future behavior, providing
choices, enhancing students, teaching, & logic (Johnson, 2019). Rather than discipline relying on
punitive measures, PBIS focuses on restoration. This reduces stresses on teachers and students
physically, socially, emotionally, and psychologically. Johnson (2019) detailed strategies at each
level to aid in a schoolwide PBIS model. Such a program can change the behavioral trajectory of
many at-risk students and help them find their place in the inclusion classroom.
Inclusion of Students with HFA in Christian Schools
Teachers in Christian school settings may not be anticipating the inclusion of students
with special needs in their classrooms since the law does not specify this for Christian schools.
Therefore, professional development, collaboration, and consultation will be needed for a smooth
transition (Lane et al., 2019). The full support needed may be accomplished in a variety of ways
financially. Because of the heightened demand for these services, a full commitment on the part
of school leadership will be required in order to succeed (Lane et al., 2019).
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The educational challenges surrounding students with ASD are many, but most of these
difficulties fall outside the area of academics, and they are either behavioral or emotional (APA,
2013; McKeithan & Sabornie, 2020; Silberman, 2016). Oftentimes, when the parents of a child
with HFA approach a Christian school, they do not know their child’s diagnosis. When they do
know the diagnosis, it may be either medical or educational. In the cases of no diagnosis, the
parents may look to the school to provide one. The last situation is becoming less common, as
early identification and understanding of autism are becoming the norm, with regular screening
at pediatrician appointments and public-service campaigns becoming more commonplace
(Powell & Jordan, 2012).
“Does your school accept students with autism?” is often the first inquiry a parent may
make. The search for good schools with good results is difficult (M. Monty, 2019, personal
communication). A school and its community may be transformed by the institution of a good
inclusive special education program (Lane, 2017). The three main reasons that are given for
schools not accepting students who are on the autism spectrum are: “associated costs, other
students losing time with the teachers, and lack of training in inclusive educational programs”
(Sargeant & Berkner, 2015, p. 225).
To develop an inclusive program, one of the initial steps a school should make is to
generate a statement of philosophy regarding inclusion of students with HFA. To fulfill such a
philosophy will require commitment and passion. Sharing of the vision held will solidify
commitment (Lane, 2017). Disabilities have social context; values and heritage impact the lens
through which differences are viewed (Hoover, 2018).
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Many researchers have addressed the topic of how to transition from an exclusive school
to one in which children with special needs are included and integrated into the general
education classroom where they learn, socialize, and bond with the mainstream population (Lane
et al., 2019; Majoko, 2016; Saloviita, 2020; Warnell & Redcay, 2019). This is an enormous
undertaking that provides benefits to general and special education students (Lane, 2017; Grindal
et al., 2019). Not surprisingly, much of the resistance to inclusion stems from general education
teachers, those who would be taking on a new challenge and being asked to “minimize the
impact of disability and maximize the opportunities” (Hehir, 2007, p. 7).
Some teachers are resisters who simply do not believe modifications and inclusion are
fair. For this formidable undertaking, teachers should have the benefit of expert guidance and
training. There should be a full movement of the school to make students with disabilities valued
participants who are welcomed in Christian schools. Cookson and Smith (2011) shared how the
Bible provides implications for treatment of those with disabilities: they should be valued as
human beings created by God, and their physical, social, emotional, and intellectual needs should
be met.
Inclusion teachers will also be asked to steer general education students around the
common obstacles that accompany inclusion. These include social rejection, behavioral
challenges, and miscommunications, which are very common (Majoko, 2016). In defense of
inclusion of students with ASD, education should be an effective treatment (Jordan, 2008).
Jordan (2008) went on to say that education is the pathway to full social inclusion. The early
days of autism diagnoses led to barbaric institutions where there was no stimulation to become
“included” in society.
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All stakeholders in the Christian school community should be included in the transition
process. Some rigidities will lessen and others will persist over time. School leadership must
increase efforts in preparing new educators as the population of diverse learners increases
(Hoover, 2018). In the effort to extinguish ableism, teachers must train special learners at the
intersection of exceptionality and diversity (Grindal et al., 2019).
Ohio Educational Choice Scholarship
The state of Ohio and its Christian schools face a unique situation. For public school
districts who are failing by the Ohio State Report Card, the state offers a number of scholarships
for students who wish to change to another school district or a private school (ODE, 2019).
These scholarships are not guaranteed to everyone, but those parents whose children do receive
them often wish to flee the poor-performing district where their students currently attend. When
these families approach a private school, the children may be far behind their grade level and
many have undiagnosed special education needs (M. Monty, personal conversation, February 19,
2019). If the receiving school agrees to take these students, which they very often do, they are
taking on the responsibility to address those special needs. Many Christian schools are being
inundated with students with HFA, and they do not have the services to support this influx of
students.
Therefore, some Christian schools are working toward setting up an inclusive classroom
model, but sometimes there is resistance from teachers and administrators alike. In reality, some
change must take place, and it seems that if a good inclusion program can be instituted, it might
afford benefits. There is an opportunity to continue accepting these students and helping them
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grow intellectually and spiritually to the mutual benefit of all involved (M. Monty, personal
conversation, Feb. 19, 2019).
The state provides funding to the public school district in which the private/Christian
school resides. In the case of Faith Christian Academy, the public school district provides their
auxiliary funds. There are provisions attached to this money which limit how it can be spent. In
the case of Faith Christian Academy, a large portion of those funds are spent to pay the salary
necessary to hire the HQT special education teacher who is actually employed by the public
school district and assigned to the Christian school. Supplies for the special education program,
such as necessary materials, largely use up the remainder of these funds. There is not adequate
funding to provide for additional services such as therapists or classroom aides, but Faith
Christian Academy does have access to the public-school district’s school psychologist.
Therefore, very comprehensive and accurate service plans can be created for students with
special needs following their multi-factored evaluation (MFE). In Ohio, those students in
Christian or private schools receive service plans as opposed to IEPs. Provision of all services is
not required because of the private and Christian schools’ limited funding.
In this region of the state, the largest school district has the poorest performance ratings
(ODE, 2019). This will result in a further exodus from that failing district and the pressure on
private schools will increase. These schools need to be prepared if they are to withstand the
impending influx of families looking for new placements. Each Christian school in this region of
the state will need to confirm their mission and their ability and commitment to meet the needs
of families with special needs.
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Impact on Students
A culture of inclusion does not just allow a child with special needs to merely take up
space in the general education classroom. Instead, it fully embraces that student as a member of
the group complete with strengths and weaknesses, good moments and bad – part of the
classroom family, and the teacher sets the tone for this to occur (Johnson, 2019). The statistics
for school completion and college attendance are poor for students on the autism spectrum, and
more appropriate K-12 education has the potential to ameliorate this statistic. Research on
evidence-based practices for inclusion of students with disabilities, like HFA, shows that peer
tutoring is the most beneficial of these practices. In fact, every individual involved with wellimplemented peer tutoring benefits; for the student with HFA, there is a significant social gain,
and it likewise benefits the peer tutor. Finally, being the person to effectively implement peertutoring, increases the self-efficacy of the teacher (Avramidis et al., 2019).
Szumski et al., (2017) conducted a meta-analysis focused directly on the concept of
inclusion. As a result, the authors concluded that “development of inclusive practices in schools
is linked to the improvement of students’ results in achievement” (Szumski et al., 2017, p. 35),
although causality has yet to be established. Furthermore, inclusion may enhance the academic
achievement of students who have no special education needs. Even the most difficult group of
students with special educational needs, those with emotional-behavioral disorders, do not have a
significant negative impact on learning. Of the nine extenuating factors that impact inclusion
efforts, it comes primarily down to the proper training of general education and special education
teachers.
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Students with HFA
Students with HFA or any other disability are reliant upon the goals set forth in the IEP
and how the procedures needed to achieve these goals are exercised. With the increase in
diagnoses of ASD, this impact on schools may be staggering and results may become difficult to
achieve (Yell & Bateman, 2020). Despite the burden imposed on school districts, these students
have a civil and federal right to an education that best meets their needs from the ages of three to
21(Wright & Wright, 2006). This is to include an IEP that addresses anything that impacts the
student’s ability to learn and includes academic, behavioral, and emotional issues according to
Judge Babcock in the Endrew F.case (Yell & Bateman, 2020).
As noted above, the inclusion of a student with an ASD diagnosis can be quite complex.
Parent, D. Leventhal (2011), stressed the importance of making the child’s diagnosis an open
classroom discussion which can help de-stigmatize their disorder, and ideally, help the child to
integrate into their peer-age group more thoroughly. Proper integration is the ultimate goal of
inclusion, and this is high priority for students who struggle with social development (Larcombe
et al., 2019). It can easily be argued that if non-disabled peers learn to accept and include their
exceptional classmates, they will experience critical social development themselves. A
discussion in the classroom that is led by the parent of a child with special needs can enlighten
students, teachers, and other parents (Armstrong, 2019; Larcombe, et al., 2019; Shavel et al.,
2016; Suleymanove, 2015) and help establish important boundaries for the child with special
needs.
Disciplinary strategies, on the part of school administration, need to be closely examined.
Since the 1970s, discipline strategies that exclude students have been liberally exercised. Zero-
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tolerance policies, in-school-suspensions (ISS), out-of-school suspensions (OOS), and
expulsions have been widely used and at a much higher rate for high-risk children. This includes
students in special education, minority students, and poor students. Exclusionary discipline
creates pockets of time where students are not engaged in learning (Green et al., 2017), and once
suspended, recidivism is very high (Cholewa et al., 2018).
Misconceptions surrounding suspensions should be clarified; suspensions do not improve
the classroom environment, are not a deterrent, and do not improve student behavior. In short,
suspensions are alienating, punitive, and damaging to academic achievement (Green, et al,
2017). Positive strategies, such as the previously-mentioned STAR and PBIS programs, yield
more effective outcomes (Johnson, 2019). An additional tactic, which is evidence-based, is precorrection, where reminders and prompts are given to encourage good behavior. Rather than
deter poor behavior, exclusionary discipline is shown to exacerbate it (Green et al., 2017).
The impact of suspension policies change the environment for all students in a school. In
schools where suspensions are high, math achievement and college attendance are negatively
impacted. Attending a low- or no-suspension urban school positively impacts those same two
factors (Jabbari & Johnson, 2020).
Whether suspensions are ISS or OOS is irrelevant, risk factors are high. Annually, in the
United States, approximately 6.95 million students experience being suspended (Cholewa et al.,
2018). No-suspension policies and schools that sparingly use suspension for discipline are likely
to become more common as the knowledge spreads that the suspension of one child in a
classroom negatively impacts the academic achievement of every other child in the class. Risks
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continue to spread far beyond the classroom walls for suspended students to include an increased
likelihood of contact with the criminal justice system (Hwang & Domina, 2020).
The topic of suspension has relevance for inclusion of students with ASD, and again,
speaks to the need for Christian school administrators to incubate and facilitate a positive-based
school climate as they help students reach their God-given potential (Wagner, 2016). Students on
the autism spectrum, as part of their symptomology, often struggle with behavioral or emotional
issues as well as academic difficulties. To impose exclusionary discipline for a symptom that
impacts their ability to learn is at odds with the clarification provided by Judge Babcock in the
Endrew F. lawsuit (Yell & Bateman, 2020).
The reason parents may seek a Christian school may vary, but there are four primary
reasons: a poor view of public schools, academic quality, safer environment, and religious and
spiritual environment (Lane & Jones, 2015). For a parent of a child with HFA, any of the
aforementioned reasons may apply. However, in the case of this research, the poor academic
quality of public schools and a safer environment appear to be the most motivating of the four
factors (M. Monty, personal communication on February 12, 2019). Christian schools are met
with a unique set of expectations by their constituents.
In addition to providing an excellent educational opportunity to students, parents of those
students may express their beliefs that those who work in Christian education should
demonstrate, through their actions and policies, a Christ-like attitude. Christian Education
National, an association of Christian schools in Australia, conducted research with the schools
under their guidance. Leadership theories were shared with school leaders: servant leadership,
shared leadership, and vision-based leadership were promoted. Instead, the research revealed that
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most individuals in leadership practiced according to their Christian faith rather than utilization
of the leadership theories that had been proposed to them. Regardless of attitudes of
administration, Christian schools operate in a secular society and parental involvement and
responsibility have become diluted, placing more responsibility on the school (Prior, 2018).
Whether Christian or public, schools that are moving toward being inclusive need strong
administrative and principal leadership to spearhead the effort (Lane et al., 2019). One particular
principal whose efforts to provide school change were outstanding, summarized his role as
“lubricating the human machinery” (McLeskey & Waldron, 2015, p. 2) so teachers could do
their best work. Schools with effective inclusion programs have strong principals who foster a
shared vision, create collaborative structures, provide meaningful professional development, base
decision making on data, and understand necessary policy change. They also lead by example
and actively promote learning communities (Hoppey, 2019).
According to some researchers, there are doubts regarding if students with disabilities
even benefit from inclusion (Agran et al., 2020; Larcombe et al., 2019). It could be questioned
whether a student with HFA receives the best possible education in a room full of triggers and
potential obstacles with an uncertain teacher. The student with ASD will not magically learn
better social skills without explicit, repeated training; it is a core part of the disability (Grandin &
Moore, 2015; Lesko, 2018; Silberman, 2016).
Neurotypical Students
An entirely different set of questions arises when looking from the perspectives of the
neurotypical students and the general education classroom teacher. Inclusion of a student with
HFA who may exhibit behavioral issues has the potential to negatively affect the neurotypical
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student and interfere with his or her education (Larcombe et al., 2019; Siegel, 2018). The teacher
who already feels trepidation halts instruction to restore order and mete out justice; he or she is
expected to know how to do this (Johnson, 2019). As an agent of change in school (Sokal &
Sharma, 2017), teachers are expected, regardless of training or experience, to maintain order and
ensure that each student learns at their ability level.
In spite of best efforts made by the best of teachers, the inclusion of a behaviorally and
emotionally volatile student in the class may have a negative impact on the education of others in
the classroom. Certainly, there is an allotment of time that goes to managing this exceptional
student and that is time taken away from instruction unless a good PBIS is in place and
functioning (Johnson, 2019). A study conducted in a kindergarten (the grade in which absences
from school are most frequent) showed that the inclusion of a student who had excessive
behavioral and/or emotional needs resulted in higher absenteeism amongst that child’s
classmates (Shalev et al., 2016). Behaviors that accompany ASD may interfere with learning and
disrupt the learning environment. This point of view is in direct contrast to the research
conducted by Szumski et al. (2017) who determined that inclusion does not negatively impact
other students in the classroom.
Summary
General education teachers often perceive their preparedness for inclusion of students
with autism spectrum disorders and other special needs as being insufficient (Salovitta, 2020;
Manrique et al., 2018; Yu, 2018). This is problematic as the forces of self-fulfilling prophecy
(Merton, 2016) and prospection (Figuerido, 2018; MacLeod, 2016; Wilson & Gilbert, 2005) may
have a dramatic negative impact. Likewise, a low sense of agency and self-efficacy is potentially
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defeating (Bandura, 2012). HFA is a complex disorder and may manifest as different
combinations of symptoms, but at its foundation, there is always a social deficit, social
communication difficulties, and anxiety (APA, 2013; Silberman, 2016).
To include a student with HFA in a general education classroom requires a teacher who is
structured and confident (Lane et al., 2019; Lancaster & Bain, 2019). This can be attained by
training for preparation and exposure to individuals with HFA, both of which could deepen
understanding. Inclusion should not be an illusion (Hoppey, 2016; Siegel, 2018), but rather an
embracing and synthesis of an individual into the classroom community. Determining exactly
what teachers’ perceived preparedness for inclusion of students with HFA was the goal of this
case study in an effort to explore the phenomenon of perceived preparedness and inform further
efforts, if warranted.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
The purpose of this case study was to understand the perceived preparedness and
perceived efficacy of education professionals and general education middle- and high-school
teachers in Ohio for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA). Findings served
to heighten awareness and understanding for general education teachers and education
professionals. The study was instrumental in nature, and it captured the complexity of the case
(Stake, 1995). This chapter discusses the design of this case study. The particulars of the
methods, research questions, setting, participants, procedures, data collection, and analysis are
thoroughly examined. The researcher’s role, trustworthiness, ethical considerations, and a
chapter summary conclude the body of this chapter.
Research Design
Qualitative research best suited the goals of this research and focused on perceived
preparedness of education professionals and general education teachers for the inclusion of
students with high functioning autism in their school and their classrooms. Qualitative research
allowed me to probe deeply to ascertain the subjective view that each participant held. In fact, in
this domain, “researcher subjectivity” was “a resource rather than a problem” to eliminate
(Clarke & Braun, 2018, p. 107). Empathy, concern, and understanding were laudable techniques
and skills to exercise in the qualitative domain and helped me acquire the information to develop
deep, thick descriptions which were more meaningful and appropriate reflections than numbers
could have ever provided. To quote Patton (2015), “Neutrality does not mean detachment” (p.
58); an objective and unbiased approach was maintained while conducting qualitative research.
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This was balanced by the researcher fostering a sense of camaraderie so that participants felt
comfortable sharing their feelings.
A variety of design choices exists that can be employed in qualitative research. However,
a case study is the best fit for this research given the research purpose. Case study research is
good for capturing and “emphasizing episodes of nuance” (Stake, 1995, p. xvii) and it is one of
the most often employed approaches in qualitative research. This case study allowed me to fully
comprehend the multiple factors that contribute to the success or failure of inclusion of students
with HFA in a middle-or high-school classroom setting in a Christian school. One of these
critical factors is teachers’ perceived preparedness. As with any other well-executed research, a
case study needs to have a “dependable and defensible design” (Yazan, 2015, p. 134), and I
exercised a commitment to interpretation of the results (Stake, 2011).
I embraced the viewpoint of Stake (2011) that as a researcher, I was an interpreter of the
constructed reality of my study’s participants (i.e., their perceived preparedness). As this
research involved concepts originating from the social sciences (such as self-fulfilling prophecy,
self-efficacy, and prospection), these nuances and their impact were central to this research’s
credibility. Each participant deserved to have their personal point of view reflected in the
findings. The personal thoughts of participants had a profound impact on their perceived
preparedness and their eventual success with inclusion of students with HFA.
There are established methods in case study research that comprised the methodology,
but the design was study-specific. One important component of case study research is the
researcher’s engagement and immersion in the study; empathic listening enhances case study
data collection (Hyett et al., 2014; Stake, 1995). A well-reasoned design aided in creation of a
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study that demonstrated fidelity (Hyett et al., 2014). This is a reality that researchers must
anticipate and accept; according to Stake (1995), the real business of case study is
particularization with emphasis on uniqueness to understand the case itself. The adaptability may
be a primary strength of case study research as it allows for deepest examination of the
phenomenon in the natural experiment (Ridder, 2017) by placing the researcher on the same
level as the participants to better observe and process the events around her; she is learning from
the participants. That said, a case study should be bounded and clearly described to facilitate
keeping the phenomenon as the focus. Fieldwork is a vital component of a qualitative case study
(Patton, 2015), and it is only through this fieldwork that I felt the research questions were
answered. A good case study is dependent upon discipline where questions should direct
thinking and looking, but not to the extreme (Stake, 1995).
Research Questions
Central Research Question
How do education professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or
high-school classroom perceive their preparedness for future inclusion of students with HFA?
Sub-Question One
How do education professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or
high-school classroom setting perceive their preparedness for the academic inclusion of students
with HFA?
Sub-Question Two
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How do education professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or
high-school inclusion classroom setting perceive their preparedness for achieving the behavioral
support of students with HFA using best practices that align with the Positive Behavior
Intervention Support (PBIS) framework?
Sub-Question Three
How do education professionals and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or
high-school classroom setting perceive their preparedness for achieving the social inclusion of
students with HFA?
Setting
The first school from which volunteers were chosen was Faith Christian Academy, which
helped to establish my case. Faith Christian Academy was founded in 1978 as an extension
ministry of Faith Christian Church. Over a period of decades and in gradual phases, the school
expanded to become a Pre-K-12 program. The present school serves over 370 students and
accepts students who receive the Ohio Educational Choice Scholarships if they qualify to attend.
Faith Christian Academy operates with a commitment to academic excellence from a biblical
worldview. Partnering with school families is a key component of the school’s vision. The entire
Pre-K through 12 school is located on the same physical campus. The preschool is a separate
building and is run independently of the K-12 student population.
Faith Christian Academy has two principals. The principal who oversees grades 5-12
along with the assistant principal and the assistant superintendent will be recruited for
participation as part of the education professionals. Finally, the Bible teacher, the school nurse,
the special education teacher, the athletic director, and the teachers of specials who meet with
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students on a more infrequent basis were invited to participate as part of education professionals
because their roles are highly likely to overlap with any students with HFA.
Of the general education classroom teachers recruited from Faith Christian Academy, ten
were female and two were male. There is very little racial diversity in the faculty, with only two
African Americans, both of whom received recruitment letters as they are part of the general
education faculty for the middle and high school. There is a total of five men represented in the
entire school, although the school board (which is also the church board) is entirely comprised of
men. All participants signed a Statement of Faith and hold state licenses or certificates. Some
hold the state non-tax certificate which is issued when an individual’s primary degree may not be
in the field of education. One such individual, with previous military experience, holds a PhD in
chemistry, and makes substantial contributions in the science department. Professional
development activities are required annually; half of the professional development that is
required is fulfilled through school in-services.
Two other schools contributed to this research, Southside Christian School and St Joseph
School, and are described below. All three schools share commonalities. They are in the same
geographical area, they are private, Christ-centered schools with admission requirements. They
all pride themselves on academic excellence. All three are recipients of students with Ohio
EdChoice Scholarships.
The second school from which I recruited is well-established. Southside Christian School
has been serving students in a Christian atmosphere for well over 60 years. Southside Christian
school is viewed as being a school of integrity. Currently, Southside serves over 900 students in
a non-denominational pre-K – 12 Christian setting. In this school, after receiving the approval of
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the principal, I sent letters of recruitment to three female and four male teachers. In response, I
obtained the participation of one female who fits within the category of education professional.
Finally, a third school was approached. St Joseph School is a parochial school which was
established in 1961 and currently educates over 730 students annually in a grades 9-12 high
school. The principal, after a few conversations, extended consent for me to recruit. I sent letters
of recruitment to twelve faculty and received one positive response. This volunteer brought the
count for my group of education professionals to four.
The rationale for the selection of these settings was primarily one of convenience based
on familiarity and accessibility with Christian school culture. All three schools met the criteria of
employing a strong faculty. All teachers are required to hold a valid Ohio teaching license, and
these schools accept Ohio EdChoice Scholarships, which means that Faith Christian Academy,
Southside Christian School, and St Joseph School met the research criteria.
The influx of students with special needs due to the widespread distribution of the Ohio
EdChoice Scholarships in failing public-school districts in the state of Ohio (ODE, 2019) has
also driven my selection of Christian schools. All three of the study schools do accept many
students with special needs. Often, diagnoses for students with HFA are missed early in life and
may come as late as adulthood (Silberman, 2016).
Participants
Cases of interest in education and social service are people and programs (Stake, 1995) as
is the case in this research. There was a sincere interest in learning how participating teachers
function in their pursuits while undertaking new challenges, improving their skills, and growing
as educators. Additionally, I proceeded with a willingness to dispense with my presumptions
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(Stake, 1995) and instituted research with no pre-conceived ideas regarding outcomes. I added
my presumptions and any biases that emerged throughout the study in a reflexive journal
(Appendix O).
Sample size is an important component of qualitative case study since it is small relative
to quantitative studies. Typically, Christian school faculty is limited in size and this has impacted
professionals. Seven or eight of the general education middle- and high school teachers were
recruited to represent the faculty. This number of participants would have provided an adequate
sample size to establish redundancy and reach theoretical saturation while allowing for attrition.
However, for unknown reasons, response to my recruiting attempts was very low. From
Faith Christian Academy, I received a total of six participants. These comprised my group of
four general education teachers and two of my education professionals (the school nurse and the
special education teacher). It mirrored the demographics of the school in race and gender.
The original intent in this study was that school leadership would be the second category
of individuals in this study. However, despite extreme vigilance in recruiting, I did not receive
participation from even one administrator or leader (i.e., school superintendent, assistant
superintendent, principal, assistant principal, or board member). Thus, I determined that there
were others in the school setting with whom students may have less frequent contact (than they
have with their general education teachers) but who still may play essential roles in the lives of
students. Naming this category education professionals, I proceeded to recruit those individuals
in these roles: the school nurse, specials teachers, special education teachers, coaches, etc. It is
fortunate that an adequate number of these very busy professionals donated their time and
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experience to this research. In fact, one school to whom I had requested permission to recruit
extended that permission when I had targeted a subset of the faculty to recruit.
In order to complete a sample size of ten participants in total, recruiting was conducted at
a number of other schools after seeking the approval of each school’s lead administrator. Over
200 recruitment letters were sent via postal mail and email. To most of these, no response was
received. I continued recruiting for over ten months to attain a sample size of eight. It was
decided by my committee that this total of eight volunteers would be sufficient. It is my belief
that my participants could not have been of better quality in what they contributed to my
research. I am particularly pleased to have a variety of ages and experience represented in my
sample and that one-quarter of my sample was male.
Procedures
The first step in this research was to obtain an approval letter from the superintendent of
Faith Christian Academy. That letter was temporarily placed in Appendix A. It has now been
replaced with the IRB approval letter to preserve the confidentiality of this school district.
Upon receipt of approval from the IRB, I conducted a pilot study. This included three
volunteers who agreed to help pilot my study through their participation. These three individuals
completed a graphic representation, an individual interview, and a focus group. One participant
in the pilot study could not be included in the final study because of her lack of Ohio teaching
license. During the pilot study, I used the focus group questions as they were initially written to
determine if the questions were understandable and did not cause any individual undo discomfort
by the way that the questions were asked. Following the pilot study, I found no need to edit any
of the questions before proceeding with the actual study. This original pilot focus group was
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exciting as there was much dialogue and interaction between the participants. The pilot group
gave me an opportunity to practice the three data gathering instruments, determine their
effectiveness in answering the research questions, and make any necessary adjustments. All three
instruments were useful and yielded good information.
After completion of the pilot study, I sent a recruitment letter (Appendix B) to leadership
of Faith Christian Academy, and to the general education teachers who teach grades 5-12 at Faith
Christian Academy. A screening survey (Appendix C) was included with the recruitment letter to
be completed and returned to me within a week in either an enclosed stamped self-addressed
envelope or digitally. Upon receipt of the completed screening surveys, I was able to choose the
participants who met the criteria of licensed education professionals and general education
teachers in the state of Ohio. The number of volunteers was dismayingly low.
After reviewing the screening surveys, I contacted the participants whom I selected by
email (Appendix D). In this email, I provided a link for participants to access the Consent Form
(Appendix E) and asked that they return their signed form to me electronically within a week.
Once these were received, the link to the graphic representation and its instructions for
completion (Appendix F) were provided to those chosen participants. I also emailed those
individuals who completed the screening survey but were not selected as participants (see
Appendix D) to inform them of their status. Eight consent forms and eight graphic
representations were received electronically. Possible times for participation in the two focus
groups (one for general education teachers and one for education professionals), in which each
participant would later take part, was discussed at the conclusion of each individual’s interview.
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All interviews were conducted via Zoom and were audio recorded and all were video
recorded as well using a separate cassette tape recorder. The reason that there were no in-person
sessions was because of the lingering presence of Covid-19 in the area and participants’
discomfort to meet in person; schools had just resumed in-person learning. The Zoom recordings
allowed me to create transcripts and submit them to the participants for member checking and to
ensure that they were accurate and complete. Zoom created some transcripts for me, but those
from the focus groups had to be separated out by individual for data analysis. Also, many of the
spoken words were misinterpreted by the Zoom transcriber; having a separate audio tape from a
back-up tape recorder allowed me to re-play the conversations and correct any misinterpreted
words or phrases.
The Researcher’s Role
The researcher is the human instrument of measure and without the researcher, no data
could be collected (Clarke & Braun, 2018). I immersed myself in the experiences of the
participants in this study and learned from their varied experiences (Clarke & Braun, 2018;
Jensen, 2018; Merton et al., 1990). I acted as a facilitator by keeping the conversation moving in
a direction that kept participants on target; I also witnessed and observed. I remained flexible and
open to understanding the perceptions of the participants and encouraged each person to share
deeply (Lincoln & Guba, 2013). On occasion, I would restate a question to help a participant
retain their focus.
It was imperative that I, as the human instrument and interpreter for this case, consciously
recognized and dispensed with my preconceived ideas during the collection and interpretation of
data. I have no authority over any of the teachers or administrators at Faith Christian Academy,
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Southside Christian School, or St. Joseph School. From my years in Christian education, and as a
special educator, I feel that there is no population in greater need of Christian attention and
Christ-like acceptance than students who face the challenges of a diagnosis on the autism
spectrum.
A close friend, who is also an educational leader, allowed me to interview him on a prior
occasion.When asked how he assessed the climate of a school, he replied, “How the most
difficult student in the school is treated, is an indication of the quality of your faculty.” I agree
with that philosophy. Further information regarding the collection of data is presented in the
sections that follow.
Data Collection
For this research, there were three forms of data collection. The superintendent of Faith
Christian Academy granted permission to interview individuals and conduct the focus groups
through an e-conference system, Zoom. There were two separate groups of participants, the
education professionals and the general education teachers. The first form of data collection was
a graphic representation completed by all participants. Once the consent form was returned
electronically, the link for the graphic representation was shared so that participants could begin
completion of the first element of the data collection.
Each participant’s completed graphic representation was discussed at the outset of their
individual interview. The graphic representation served as an excellent segue into the individual
interview as we discussed its contents prior to other questions. Then, the third and final data
collection method was a focus group. Each step of data collection involved a different level of
interaction with the participants, and each provided unique data to create the cohesive picture of
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the teachers’ perceived preparedness for inclusion of students with HFA and allow for
triangulation of data.
Graphic Representation
The participants completed the graphic representation prior to their individual interview
to provide a visual representation of their perceptions (Appendix F). This graphic was a simple
web-type organizer divided in two sections. On half of the paper, the participant was asked to use
descriptive words or pictures to describe their class/school now on academic, behavioral, and
social terms, and to show how secure and prepared they felt for those instances and for handling
circumstances that may occur. On the remaining half of the paper, participants were asked to use
descriptive words or pictures to describe their class/school as they perceived it would be with
inclusion of students with HFA and how well they felt prepared for that reality.
This activity was to evoke reflection and prospection (respectively) (Gilbert & Wilson,
2007; Roepke & Seligman, 2016), which are neurologically linked. This provided an excellent
basis upon which to build a conversation. This allowed me to approach the interview questions
from a variety of different angles to form a more complete picture of what participants were
experiencing, and the graphic was referenced throughout the research process.
Individual Interviews
Stake (1995) stated that “The interview is the main road to multiple realities” (p. 64).
Additionally, Merton (1987) suggested that a focused interview is “one which provides for
interpretation and analysis rather than only for chronicle” as would be employed for an oral
history (p. 556). Individual interviews were recorded for later transcription and to allow me to
fully engage with participants rather than being overly-consumed with note-taking. The
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individual interviews consisted of standard open-ended interview questions that differed for
education professionals and the general education teachers. The graphic representations that were
completed by the participants with no outside input provided a springboard for the dialogue of
the interview. Of importance to the integrity of this activity were the privacy and health aspects;
therefore, I conducted interviews through a private e-conference system, Zoom.
Standardized Open-Ended Interview Questions for General Education Teachers (Appendix G)
1. Please introduce yourself to me.
2. In reference to your graphic representation, please elaborate on your feelings towards
your class both before and after the inclusion of a student with HFA.
3. What do you consider to be your greatest success so far as a teacher?
4. What do you consider to be your greatest challenge so far as a teacher?
5. What does inclusion mean to you?
6. If all of your colleagues feel strongly in favor of inclusion and you do not (or vice versa)
how do you think that will influence your feelings?
7. To whom do you turn for assistance when facing difficult classroom decisions, and why?
8. What is your opinion on inclusion of students with special educational needs?
9. How do you think you would handle having a unique set of rules for a student with HFA
in your classroom and implementing necessary modifications?
10. How do you feel about the idea of developmental disabilities and the idea that some
students are neurologically different than others?
11. What is your experience implementing changes determined by the IEP team in your
general education classroom?
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12. What is your experience working with a classroom aide in your class?
13. Please describe the most difficult student you have ever had to work with and share why
it was such a challenge.
14. Please describe the most delightful student you have ever worked with and share why it
was a great experience.
15. HFA is an “invisible disability.” Research says that teachers are more accepting of
students with visible disabilities. How do you feel about this statement?
16. How much time and effort do you believe it would take to be prepared for inclusion of a
student with HFA in your classroom?
17. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their emotional needs?
18. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their academic needs?
19. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their behavioral idiosyncrasies?
20. What training have you had in the use of PBIS and how has that benefitted you in the
classroom?
21. Please ask any questions or make any comments you wish to before we conclude our
time together.
Question one was a warm-up question to relax participants and to begin establishing
rapport (Patton, 2015). Question two provided the opportunity for each participant to describe
their graphic representation in their own words and to clarify any details they wished. Questions
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three and four were to establish a positive feeling about a person’s career to this point and a
bridge to move forward with other, more research-specific questions.
Questions five and six helped establish a view of the socially constructed world of
her/himself and her/his peers (Stake, 2015). Question six, specifically, asked for reflection from
participants and is one of the five factors that served as predictors of teacher attitudes toward
inclusion. Perception of school climate rated as a significant predictor (McCarthy, 2019), thereby
establishing the significance of this question.
Question seven was to elicit a definition of inclusion from the interviewee. Many
educators use the terms mainstreaming and inclusion interchangeably, but some do not (Delisle,
2010; Lynch & Irvine, 2009). If there was not a shared understanding of inclusion, this would
have been an added fact to the deliberative discussion in the focus group. In this population of
volunteers, there was a shared understanding of inclusion. It was imperative that it was clear to
all what inclusion is, since it was the central concept linked to the perceived preparedness of
teachers.
Question eight addressed participants’ opinions/outlook about inclusion of any students
with special needs (Markova et al., 2016). A positive response to this question was favorable at
this juncture, as positive thinking was more likely to yield favorable results (Merton, 1948).
Questions nine and 10 further delved into perceptions and prospections and moved
forward to establish a baseline attitude toward inclusion and established a continuum on which
their perceived preparedness could be placed (APA, 2013; Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; McCarthy,
2016, Merton, 1948). Questions 10 and 11 were queries to test the teachers’ exposures to and
comfort with the IEP process and its impact in the classroom (Krones, 2016). Most parents of
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students with ASD found their IEPs to be insufficient and under-specific to help their child
succeed (Lynch & Irvine, 2009).
In Christian schools, reduced financial capacity may preclude supplying an aide to assist
in the classroom, thereby making fulfillment of the IEP more difficult (DeFiore, 2006) for the
neediest of students. Question 12 was a broader question that explored general education
teachers’ comfort with special education procedures (Hocutt, 1996) and the impact that coteaching might impose on teachers’ perceived self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977).
Questions 13 and 14 utilized episodic recollection, which is linked to episodic
prospection (affective forecasting). The person who recalled successfully handling a difficult
student is more likely to envision doing so again. Conversely, if they failed to resolve a situation
the first time, chances of perceived success were lower (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; Roepke &
Seligman, 2016). Questions regarding behavior issues were key because “the behaviors
associated with ASD may interfere with learning and disrupt the learning environment”
(Goodman & Williams, 2007, p. 53).
Question 15 addressed the topic of disabilities in general. This question was to check the
overall attitude that the individual carried toward those with disabilities (Dybvik, 2004).
Question 16 addressed the issue of time commitment for inclusion to be successful. For many
teachers, this could be a key concern because they may already feel overburdened in their work.
It was an important question to ask as it may impact job satisfaction (Sokal & Sharma, 2017;
McCray & McHatton, 2011).
Questions 17, 18, and 19 related to specific trainings for the three defining traits of ASD
(Attwood, 2007; Grandin, 21014; Phan et al., 2020; Silberman, 2015). This was of crucial
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importance. The most robust indicator of teacher attitudes toward inclusion of students with HFA
is their previous work experience with students with this specific diagnosis (McCarthy, 2019).
Having prior training in specific approaches may leave teachers more inclined to positive
prospection and feelings of preparedness (Roepke & Seligman, 2016).
Plans, such as PBIS, may provide proactive ways to prevent behavioral issues and reduce
classroom challenges for students with ASD (Johnson, 2019). In their research, McKeithan and
Sabornie (2020) reported a moderate effect size for socio-behavioral interventions employed
with secondary-level students with HFA and average or above-average IQ. Question 20 served as
a final question to garner feedback and offer an opportunity for answering participants’
questions. As a conclusion, I encouraged participants if they had questions or comments for me
to please state them. I also asked for some possible times for the focus group so I could
coordinate and schedule that as soon as possible for everyone’s convenience. This was somewhat
postponed due to an inadequate number of volunteers.
Standardized Open-Ended Interview Questions for Education Professionals (Appendix H)
1. Please introduce yourself to me.
2.

In reference to your graphic representation, please elaborate on your feelings towards
your school both before and after the inclusion of a student with HFA.

3. What do you consider to be your greatest success and your greatest challenge so far as a
school leader, and why?
4. What does inclusion mean to you and what is your opinion on inclusion of students with
special educational needs? Please be specific.
5. To whom do you turn for assistance when facing difficult leadership decisions? Why?

112

6. Please describe the most difficult student you have ever had to work with and share why it
was such a challenge.
7. Please describe the most delightful student with whom you have ever worked and why it
was a great experience.
8. How much time and effort do you believe it would take for teachers to be prepared for
inclusion of students with HFA in your school?
9. How much time and effort would it take on your part to be prepared for inclusion of
students with HFA?
10. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their academic needs, their emotional needs, and their behavioral needs?
11. What is your school’s policy regarding acceptance and inclusion of students with HFA?
12. How important is it to you for your school to accept and integrate students with intense
special education needs, such as high-functioning autism?
13. How much of a priority would you assign to your school’s special education program
overall?
14. Who do you feel would be most responsible to initiate an inclusion program in your
school, and why?
15. Please share your feelings about teacher preparedness for inclusion, and how prepared do
you believe your teachers feel?
16. How much time and effort would it take on your part to be prepared for inclusion of
students with HFA?
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17. Who plans your school’s continuing education (CE) and in-service trainings (IST) and
describe how topics are selected.
18. What areas are currently targeted for CE and IST?
19. You provided training for PBIS in 2019. Please describe your teachers’ buy-in and how
successful that has been for students in an inclusion class.
20. Please take a few moments to make any comments or ask any questions you might have.
Question one was a warm-up question to relax participants and to begin establishing
rapport (Patton, 2015). Question two provided the opportunity for individual participants to
describe their graphic representation in their own words and to clarify any details they wished. I
remained attentive to use of words and descriptions not included on the graphic representations
as they may divulge more thorough or deeper meanings. Question three asked two different
questions that are purposely combined because often success is achieved by overcoming
challenges and developing a sense of agency (Bandura, 2012; Yoon, 2019).
Question four was straightforward as it was important to my research for there to be a
shared definition of inclusion, as a learning environment in which all children are accepted and
valued (Lane, et al., 2019). Question five was a query designed to see upon what sources
education professionals were most dependent. Any answer was responded to with why? for
clarification.
Questions six and seven utilized episodic recollection, which is linked to episodic
prospection (affective forecasting). The person who recalled successfully handling a difficult
student was more likely to envision doing so again. Conversely, if they failed to resolve a
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situation the first time, chances of perceived success were lower (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; Roepke
and Seligman, 2016).
Questions eight and nine were related in regards to time commitment to feel prepared for
implementation of inclusion of students with HFA. It addressed participants’ opinions/outlooks
about inclusion of any students with special needs (Markova et al., 2016). A positive response to
this question was favorable at this juncture, as positive thinking was more likely to yield
favorable results (Merton, 1948). These questions further delved into perceptions and
prospections and moved forward to establish a baseline attitude toward inclusion and delineate
where education professionals’ perceived preparedness lies (APA, 2013; Gilbert & Wilson, 2007;
McCarthy, 2016, Merton, 1948).
Question 10 questioned whether education professionals viewed integration of a PBIS
(Johnson, 2019) as a means to accomplish better behavior and direction for students who have
problematic behaviors that impact the learning of all students. Questions 11, 12, 13, and 14 were
inquiries into the actual structure of their home school and their impetus and intention to become
more inclusive of students with special needs, particularly HFA (Hoppey, 2019; Lane, 2017; Lane
et al., 2019). These questions also explored education professionals’ comfort with special
education procedures (Hocutt, 1996) and the impact that changes might have on teachers’
perceived self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977: Yoon, 2019). Finally, the idea that children with HFA
may need spiritual guidance may arise in these questions, and this is a strong and eternally
significant thought (Bustion, 2017).
Questions 15 and 16 addressed the issue of time commitment for inclusion to be
successful. For many teachers, this was a concern because they may already feel overburdened in
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their work. It was important to ask these questions as working to become an inclusive classroom
may impact job satisfaction (Harmsen et al., 2018; Sokal & Sharma, 2017; McCray & McHatton,
2011; Yoon, 2019). Questions 17 and 18 probed to see what types of CE and IST are planned
and if they would be consistent with a move to a fully inclusive school which would accept
students with HFA.
Question 19 served as a final question to receive feedback and offer an opportunity for
answering participants’ questions. As a conclusion, I encouraged participants if they had
questions or comments for me to please state them. I also asked for some possible times for the
focus group so I could coordinate and schedule that as soon as possible for everyone’s
convenience. The interview concluded with question 19.
Focus Group
According to Ridder, (2017), a focus group can provide a forum in which all participants
will engage to interact and discuss topics with one another. Although both education
professionals and general education faculty responded to the same prompts for the focus group
data collection, there was a separation of the two groups so that all participants would feel
comfortable sharing their feelings and attitudes without judgment.
This activity was audio- and video-recorded on Zoom and audio-recorded on a back-up
cassette tape recorder. These recordings served as a way to preserve the contributions of group
members while maintaining their integrity. I transcribed the recordings as I prepared for data
analysis. During the focus group, analysis of the data was well underway (Merton, 1990; Stake,
2015) as I strived to reconcile the plethora of information received. For this phase and
henceforth, Merton (1990), Stake (1995), and Saldaña (2016) served as my guides in the analysis
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and interpretation of information. Primarily, I relied upon Stake (1995) because he differentiates
between reliance on coded data and interpretation from observation, which he values more
highly, as do I.
This data collection primarily employed the deliberative discussion focus group format
wherein participants were given a piece of factual information and asked to share their opinions
and views about it (Rothwell et al., 2016) interspersed with standardized open-ended questions.
Focus groups are recognized as a valuable method for collection of qualitative data (Colucci,
2007). Deliberative discussion focus groups elicit more high-quality data from participants who
are well-informed. Deliberative discussion focus groups are most frequently used in health
research (Rothwell et al., 2015); I chose to use this style in an educational setting in the effort to
elicit more robust focus group participation.
Both education professionals and general education teacher participants were given a
piece of factual information regarding autism spectrum disorders and asked to share their
opinions and views about it (Rothwell et al., 2016). I sent an email of the figure depicted in
Question one along with the entire question so each participant could browse their own copy and
be ready to discuss it with the group. Some of the facts came from the literature, some from
participants’ interviews, and some from participants’ graphic representations; all of them were
meant to spark debate. This aligned with Stake’s proposition that “the best research questions
evolve during the study” (Stake, 1995, p. 33). Counternarratives were expected to a certain
extent (Marques & Maia, 2010) as the amount of preparation, exposure, and experience with
inclusion of students with HFA varied by individual participant. This focus group was
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anticipated to elicit novel information that had not been revealed prior to the focus group’s
assembly (Merton et al., 1990).
Standardized Open-ended Focus Group questions:
FACT: Outbursts of temper or defiance look different for neurotypical students than they
do for students with behavioral disorders. The temper outburst from a neurotypical child will
gradually rise to its peak and decline with intermittent seconds of calm. The neurotypical student
goes through three stages in her outburst. She begins to increasingly become more agitated until
she reaches her peak of her anger with probably crying, arguing, and raised voice. At this
juncture her disruptions affect herself, her teacher, and her classmates. As the extent of her
atypical misbehavior becomes obvious, and perhaps with some comforting from her teachers,
she beings to exercise her skills of self-regulation and gradually returns to her normal congenial
state (Johnson, 2019). Eventually this child will self-calm to a normal state of emotion. The child
with a behavioral disorder tends to abruptly and steadily increase to the apex of his outburst and
sustain it at a higher level for a longer endurance than the neurotypical – the perseverance of
the outburst is severe. This child also lacks many of the self-regulating behaviors that are
primarily seen in neurotypical students (See Figure 1).
According to Johnson (2019), the student with a true behavioral disorder, as is frequently
the case for children with Asperger’s Syndrome/HFA, presents a more radical outburst of
temper. A trigger (some sort of frustration or painful input) occurs (A) and he undergoes
immediate and dramatic escalation (B) to the (C) apex of his outburst which is maintained for a
prolonged period (C). This sustained apex may persist due to an inability to verbalize, socially
connect, or adapt, and it may be accompanied by destructive or self-destructive behaviors,
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aggression, and indescribable distress. Because of his poor self-regulatory skills and inability to
damper emotions for this child to return to his baseline (D), he will likely require intervention
and redirection unless he simply exhausts himself. Even when he has achieved his baseline, his
perseverating behavior will ensure that he revisits his trauma for an extended portion of his day
(Johnson, 2019). Both students’ outbursts can last from 12 – 25 minutes in duration. How
prepared do you feel to handle either of these?
Figure 1
Comparison of temper outburst for a neurotypical student and a student with a behavioral
disorder. From Fred Johnson Proactive Discipline for Reactive Students in-service training
(March, 2019). Neurotypical student: 1. Escalation; 2. Apex; 3. Self-regulatory behavior.
Student with behavioral disorder: A. Trigger; B. Escalation; C. Apex; D. Baseline.

1. FACT: Behavior of students with HFA can vary by student and by circumstance. Please
comment on this.

119

2. FACT: The number of hours of professional development for inclusion of students with
special needs positively correlates with teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion. Please discuss
this.
3. FACT: General education teachers often have a positive attitude toward autism and
inclusion but feel unprepared to implement this in their classroom. How does this compare
to how you feel about this factual statement?
4. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with HFA
and their academic, emotional and behavioral needs?
5.

Think about your most difficult student academically. How did you feel toward that
student?

6. What exposure have you had to individuals who are gifted? Think about the most
academically gifted student you have had. How did you feel toward that student?
7. How would it make you feel if you heard a teacher say that the diagnosis for HFA was just
an excuse for students to get away with throwing tantrums?
8. FACT: Students with HFA are generally better visual learners than auditory learners.
Please share how this could possibly impact your teaching style.
9. FACT: Students with HFA are often targeted by bullies because of their struggle with
social skills. How do you address situations of bullying?
10. FACT: The CDC estimates that 1 in 68 children today are on the autism spectrum (Baio et
al., 2014; CDC, 2018). In what way does this impact you?
11. FACT: Myelin is vital to normal functioning in the human brain. It is a waxy-like coating
on nerves in the brain that aids in conduction of nerve signals and impulses. It acts much
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like the coating on electrical wires. Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder, and it may
involve a problem with myelination of nerves in the brain. Please share your feelings about
this fact.
12. Please discuss your involvement with and knowledge of the IEP process.
13. FACT: With the right educational supports, the majority of students with disabilities can
master the same grade-level, rigorous content as their peers without disabilities. Please
share your view on this.
14. On the issue of students with disabilities being more frequently suspended,
“Disproportionate suspension rates indicate that teachers may be treating manifestations
of disabilities as disciplinary issues rather than instructional issues.” What are some
appropriate ways for students with disabilities to be held accountable without imposing
suspensions?
15. FACT: “All students in classrooms with higher rates of suspension see lower achievement
rates.” In what way does this impact you?
16. FACT: There are methods of dealing with students who have behavioral problems that
avoid school suspensions and exclusionary types of discipline. Discuss some ways that you
have attempted to handle behavior issues with your students who are prone to have
problems in managing their own behavior and share how effective these methods have
been.
17. In summary, we have covered many topics today. What questions or comments would like
to make in closing?
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Question one was an illustration of how an emotional outburst may present differently
when exhibited by a neurotypical student or a student with a behavioral disorder (Johnson,
2019). Question two further illustrated that behavior of students with HFA will require different
techniques with each student (APA, 2013; Grandin, 2014). Questions three and four were
statements of fact and these questions could be either revelatory or simply serve as reminders to
individual participants as they highlighted potential areas in which classroom adaptations would
be required (Attwood, 2007; Colucci, 2007; Grandin, 2014; Grandin & Moore, 2015; Krones,
2016; Wogamon, 2013).
Repeating questions that were used in the focused interviews was excellent practice
according to Kitzinger (1994), as the same questions may yield different responses under
different conditions. Questions five through eight addressed the manner in which students with
exceptionalities may be regarded by education professionals and the general education teacher
and what their perceptions were toward them. Questions nine through 12 asked teachers to
reflect upon prior training/experiences for inclusion of students with HFA. Participants who
wished to share helpful sources of training were encouraged to do so (Krones, 2016; Wogamon,
2013).
Question 13 checked the familiarity of the IEP process with the general education
teachers in the group. Questions 14 through 17 referred to disciplinary choices that could be
made regarding behavioral problems and alternative choices that could be made in this area to
make inclusion more manageable (Johnson, 2019; Rothwell et al., 2016 & Stake, 1995).
Question 18 was the concluding question for the focus group and based on participants’
responses, may provide further insight.
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Data Analysis
Just as the collection of data and structure of questions were carefully constructed, so
must the analysis of data be well-thought-out and adapted if necessary (Stake, 1995). Rigor and
replicability were the goal in this process of thematic analysis (Roberts et al., 2019). By
completing verbatim transcriptions immediately after each interview and then following this with
member checking, it allowed me to engage in simultaneous coding (Saldaña, 2016) and notation
of memorable or outstanding expressions, body language, and other non-verbal observations
(Roberts et al., 2019). There will be first-, second-, and subsequent-tiers of data analysis until the
data is exhausted.
As I reviewed notes, transcripts, and replayed recordings, I searched for patterns,
insights, and concepts on the first tier by using open-coding (Saldaña, 2016). This provided a
crude sorting and broad categories. Early preparation is strongly recommended (Merton, 1990;
Saldaña, 2016) as data management can become overwhelming (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake,
2015). Because comprehending is a vital part of the process of developing deep, rich description,
I analyzed data as soon as possible after collection in order to recall nuances and detail. Personal
observations were engaged as well; body language and tone of voice conveyed much meaning.
Stake (2015) and Saldaña (2016) adhere to the philosophy that new researchers should
manually process their first data analysis. There is clear evidence that a database or spreadsheet
can effectively provide all necessary functions. However, since Stake provides several helpful
worksheets (Appendix L) in his text (2015), I employed these during manual coding. A
completed worksheet is included in Appendix L. Finding the themes required intense work, but
on the third iteration, the themes began to become clear.
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Each step in the data analysis process was more refined than the previous one and worked
to consolidate the data (Saldaña, 2016). From the first moment of contact with participants to the
final meeting and beyond, analysis occurred. Analysis of the information collected was an
ongoing process throughout all stages of the research, as I strived to “make sense of things”
(Stake, 1995, p. 72). Parts of what was encountered had a feel of familiarity because of my past.
At other moments, I felt overwhelmed in my efforts to assemble a complete picture from the
dissected carcass of the case. The reassembly of these parts into a new form, combined with the
newly acquired information, produced a picture with subtleties that are surprising and
unexpected and display a “critical uniqueness” (Stake, 1995, p. 55). With the number of
participants in my study numbering eight, honoring their multiple realities is the responsibility I
assumed as I analyzed the time spent with each participant in this vicarious experience and as I
practiced relativism. My notetaking and analysis should convey the essence and meaning of each
situation and not rely solely on direct quotations. Instead, in this qualitative paradigm, qualitative
techniques include thematic analysis which is “flexible, straightforward, and accessible” (Clarke
& Braun, 2018, p. 107).
Upon completion of the graphic representation and the first interview session, I
transcribed the audio recording onto a three-columned worksheet (Appendix L). Column one
was for notetaking and transcription after member checking was complete. Column two provided
space for preliminary coding. Further alignment occurred before moving to column three with a
final code (Saldaña, 2016). All data from all participants were maintained and recorded. In the
final analysis, I liberally reported data in the participants’ own words to communicate their
deepest attitudes (Saldaña, 2016). This first-tier coding was eclectic and broad. However, this is
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an iterative process and the data from the graphic representation, the interviews, and the focus
groups were reviewed multiple times. Changes in coding the data (i.e., changing category names
or refining categories to be more specific) occurred as the data dictated.
Relevant to other information regarding data analysis, Saldaña (2016) stated that code is
“a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, or
evocative attribute for language based or visual data” (p. 4). Coding required use of my judgment
(Rogers, 2018) which further reinforced my intention and need for a peer reviewer. My expert
peer reviewer joined me as we went through successive iterations of the data. While I could not
know responses in advance, I could provide a reasonable example of coding. For example, if
teachers express that they are excited to practice inclusion for various reasons, this might be
coded as positive attitude. On further review and second -tier coding, further comments might
reveal the reasons for positivity such as enthusiastic, learning, growing in my career, or other
reasons. Grouping and regrouping continued until patterns emerged that helped me evaluate my
data in some cohesive manner. I cycled through the recordings and transcriptions multiple times
to achieve accuracy and to exhaust the data.
During the focus group, analysis of the data was well underway (Merton, 1990; Stake,
2015) as I strived to reconcile the plethora of information received. For this phase and
henceforth, Merton (1990), Stake (1995), and Saldaña (2016) served as my guides in the analysis
and interpretation of information. Saldaña (2016) emphasized how important it is that coding
must begin prior to collecting all data. His exploratory methods, (p. 165) were employed in this
research.
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Eclectic coding is a helpful tool in the hands of new researchers. As defined by Saldana
(2016), eclectic coding is difficult to categorize, although it is a useful exploratory tool. I used
this as a learning tool to help categorize findings. “First impression” responses (Saldana, 2016,
p.212) served as code and were further refined through subsequent coding cycles until the data
were exhausted. These were placed on poster-size Post-It Notes and referred to throughout the
systematic data analysis.
Second cycle coding methods led to more choices. Elaborative coding allowed the
researcher to further develop theory and is often called “top-down coding” (Saldaña, 2016, p.
255). For further coding, I followed the style of Stake (2001) who emphasizes the elements I also
highly value. Stake (2001) purported that for those who seek understanding, extensive
description is essential, and it is an ideal means of analyzing data for researchers who hold an
intrinsic interest in the evaluand (that which is being studied). And I do hold an intrinsic interest
in what was being studied.
I developed naturalistic generalizations from the data and the lessons it delivered.
According to Stake (1995), naturalistic generalizations are lessons learned from experience, also
known as experiential learning. These fall within the realm of private knowledge, and will be
explicitly discussed in the concluding chapters of this document.
Trustworthiness
Guba and Lincoln (1989) identified four criteria comprising trustworthiness: credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Trustworthiness speaks to the integrity of the
research, so the four criteria are worthy of discussion. These, along with ethical considerations,
will be addressed in the following sections.
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Credibility
In qualitative research, credibility parallels what is known as internal validity (Guba &
Lincoln, 1989). Credibility may be established through prolonged engagement, member
checking, and triangulation of data. By employing the aforementioned techniques, I was able to
establish true credibility. This required a focus on each of the study’s participants’ constructed
reality. What is true for each participant is of utmost importance (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).
The individual interview and the focus group comprised two of my pillars of
triangulation. The graphic representation was my first method of data collection and its
discussion provided a springboard into the individual interviews. Prolonged engagement, another
marker of credibility, was experienced through multiple interviews (Lincoln & Guba, 2007).
Prolonged engagement occurred during individual interviews and the focus group sessions as I
watched body language and attended to tone of voice and any emotional reactions. Having an
audio tape of the interviews which I listened to at a later time, and a video recording of the focus
group allowed for multiple reviews of those interactions. Triangulation occurred through
attaining multiple perspectives from education professionals and teacher interviews, the graphic
representations, and the focus group participation (Lincoln & Guba, 2007).
To maintain and reinforce credibility, I employed the technique of member-checking with
my study’s participants. This step allowed me to present the most accurate construction of
participants’ beliefs and perceptions. Upon completion of transcribing interviews and focus
group participation, the transcripts were emailed to participants with the request that they
examine and confirm my transcription, as appropriate. Guba and Lincoln (1989) cited member
checking as “the single most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (p. 239).

127

Transferability
Thick descriptive data was collected. There exists the possibility that this study’s results
may be applicable to other Christian schools in southwest Ohio (or elsewhere) who are
experiencing the same phenomenon. An audit trail (Appendix O) was maintained throughout the
research and processing of data (Lincoln & Guba, 2007, p. 19; Patton, 2015). In my audit trail, I
listed all activities of significance in my dissertation research.
I developed naturalistic generalizations from the data and the lessons it delivered.
According to Stake (1995), naturalistic generalizations are lessons learned from experience, also
known as experiential learning. These fall within the realm of private knowledge, and are
explicitly discussed in the concluding chapters of this document. Maximum variation in my
sample was limited by the parameters of the school and the persons employed therein. Also,
there existed no guarantee that the least represented groups, men and people of color, would
volunteer to take part in my study despite encouragement from me to do so. The majority of
individuals in leadership and in the teaching faculty are white females.
Dependability and Confirmability
Due to the subjective nature of qualitative research, establishing confirmability and
dependability is critical (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Distortion or manipulation of data, in any
manner, would be a violation of these key elements of trustworthiness (Patton, 2015). I disposed
of any pre-conceived ideas I had in order to immerse myself in the reality of participants to see
the truth of their perceived preparedness. I kept a dated reflexive journal (Appendix P) in which I
tracked my thoughts and choices throughout the research. Articulating biases and preconceptions
was a reminder to remain cognizant to set them aside during research. Maintaining a reflexive
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journal added to the dependability of my research. Meticulous note-taking and recording
supported the dependability of this study.
The use of peer reviewers in qualitative research is one technique to establish
confirmability of findings. The addition of peer debriefing and peer review with an expert
qualitative researcher provided evidence of confirmability of this study (Houghton et al., 2012).
An individual with many years of service in education who holds her Ph.D. in education
questioned and confirmed and/or challenged my findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Ethical Considerations
Interviews and focus groups were conducted via Zoom. The majority of participants
chose to be in their own homes during these activities. Pseudonyms for school names and
participant names were assigned. Collected data were retained in possession of myself on a
computer accessible to only me. All paperwork regarding participants was solely in my
possession and retained in a locked filing cabinet.
Absolute confidentiality continued to be maintained on my part. Each school and
volunteer associated with this study is represented herein by a pseudonym. Teachers were told
that their participation would be divulged to no one unless they themselves chose to share that
information. I will, to the maximum of my ability, add layers of confidentiality to this study to
shelter privacy of participants (Lincoln & Guba, 2013; Yin, 2014). Paperwork that could identify
individuals will be destroyed in three years.
Prior to the recruitment efforts, the head of each school was contacted for permission to
recruit from their faculty. Then, a comprehensive consent form, accessed through Liberty
University (Appendix F), was sent to each participant. Participants were given a week to read,
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ask questions, and then sign and return the consent form. These signed consent forms are being
retained in locked storage along with other paperwork to be shredded and destroyed in three
years.
I held a moderate bias that general education teachers in a Christian school setting did not
perceive themselves as prepared for inclusion of students with HFA. It was incumbent upon me
to set my bias aside, and I maintained a reflexive journal (Appendix P) to practice this effectively
so I could listen and watch what was being communicated by participants, and I remained alert
to the possibility of differing points of view (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to accurately report them.
Asking for clarification and reflexivity were vitally important elements of this study (Liao &
Hitchcock, 2018). The focus group was very respectful, and none of the participants contradicted
others. They would each simply state their response to questions and then listen intently to one
another.
Summary
Chapter Three has stated the methods I employed in this qualitative case study. The
graphic representations, individual interviews, and focus groups were conducted using questions
critiqued by three expert reviewers with implementation of their recommended changes. Using a
combination of skills and forms from Stake (2006) and Saldaña (2016), the guiding principles of
data analysis have been outlined and each set of data provided one piece of the puzzle. Perceived
preparedness of general education teachers for inclusion of students with HFA is a complex
element to identify and measure; there existed many disparate contributing pieces that were
reassembled into a final cohesive picture after undergoing a rigorous examination.
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Trustworthiness, and its concomitant elements, were discussed with explanations for how
it was achieved. Finally, ethical considerations were addressed. The following chapters recount
and address the implementation of the process described in Chapter Three, the results, and a
discussion of the research.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
The purpose of this case study in Pre-K-12 Christian schools is to understand the
perceived preparedness and perceived efficacy of education professionals and general education
middle- and high-school teachers for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA).
The role of this chapter is to introduce the individual participants and to share the themes
garnered from the data. This is accomplished through tables and, most importantly, narratives.
Since the research was qualitative, direct quotes are used liberally. Some of the responses to
specific research questions are also revealed so that readers better understand the process which
resulted in the final analysis.
Participants
Recruitment attempts persisted for nearly a year upon attainment of IRB approval in June
2021. The first round of participants to volunteer were from Faith Christian Academy. The four
general education teachers, whose basic demographics are shown in Table 1, include the two
male participants and the only individual representing persons of color. I was pleased that my
small sample was one-quarter male; this provided a balanced perspective in responses to my data
collection tools, while also providing a percentage of male participants that closely mirrors the
percentage of male junior high teachers in the US population (U.S. Department of Education,
2019). Table 1 provides the reader with the demographics for the teacher participants, all of
whom teach at Faith Christian Academy.
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Table 1
General Education Teacher Participants’ Demographics
Teacher
Participant
Bill

Race/gender

Grade &
Content Area
High School Science

Years
Taught
26

School Assignment

Marla

White/female

Junior High Science
Previously JH ELA

30+

Faith Christian
Academy

Nathan

White/male

High School Social
Studies and Coach

13

Faith Christian
Academy

Christine

White/female

Junior High Math

30+

Faith Christian
Academy

Black/male

Faith Christian
Academy

Teacher Participants
The teacher participants for this study were all teachers at Faith Christian Academy. They
all have a good deal of experience and are familiar with policies and practices of their chosen
school. Their individual introductions follow.
Bill
Bill, a high school science teacher, has been working in grades 7-12 education for over
20 years. Upon completion of his career in the US Navy, he retired and performed the work
necessary to make his MS in chemistry into a workable K-12 career. Additionally, he has
completed over 60% of his dissertation. He has served as the pastor of his own church
throughout that time and continues to play an active role in the lives of his children and
grandchildren. His experience with students with autism has been enhanced by the diagnosis of
one of his granddaughters on the autism spectrum. He very effectively sees past the diagnosis
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and embraces the person behind it. Throughout his career at Faith Christian Academy, Bill has
practiced a different teaching style than most. His lectures never extend past twenty minutes of
the class period, and he does not assign seats. However, he does assign students responsibility for
their own behavior. Students are allowed to speak out in class to ask questions and for
clarification. He also allows for them to approach his desk without any ado. His primary goal in
the classroom is that his students succeed. Following their brief lecture session, students then
partner with others for projects or experiments that complement the presented material. He is a
passionate man about education and about God. He serves as an excellent role-model in addition
to his other laudable activities.
Marla
Marla, a veteran teacher of over 30 years, moves through her day with a sense of calm
and serenity. She follows the discipline plan prescribed in the student handbook with the
additional step of one ‘grace’ warning to students. She is always prepared, professional, and
willing to listen and laugh with her students when the time is right. Marla thrives on building
relationships with her students and she firmly believes that “God will give us what we need to
perform when we are doing His work.” Clearly, Marla considers her work to be her ministry.
When a student is assigned an IEP, Marla is quick to consult with the Intervention Specialist to
clarify any item with which she is unfamiliar in that student’s service plan. She is very much a
team player and fulfills her role as a solid team member for the junior high instructors.
Christine
Christine has been involved in education for over 30 years. She began her career teaching
fifth grade and then was moved to teaching junior high math, which is her area of expertise. As a
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person with dyslexia, she is very compassionate to her students who have special needs.
Christine performs best in an environment where she interacts with her co-teachers so she can
check her own performance and receive their feedback. She, like Marla, thrives on developing
relationships with her students. Of this she said, “I think it is developing relationships with
students that makes you feel like you are in the right place at the right time.” She mentioned
several of her previous students during the individual interview with deep fondness of the
memories. She was less sure than others who participated of what it would involve for her to be
prepared for inclusion of students with HFA. Her uncertainty was very honest and in line with
the way she seems to approach life with caution and preparation. Unfortunately, poor health has
monopolized her life recently, and she has stepped away from her career in Christian education.
Nathan
Nathan, the youngest of the general education teachers who were interviewed, has been
teaching for 13 years. He is energetic and often unconventional in his efforts to reach students
and help them succeed. He considers his greatest success thus far in his career to be “Sticking
with students who have poor prospects. Giving of myself.” He likes to work independently, but
he makes friends with his co-teachers and works within the rules. He believes that inclusion of
students with special needs is under-evaluated and that is probably due to understaffing. Nathan
bemoans the fact that sometimes students are passed from one grade to the next when they lack
the requisite skills to succeed. As he was interviewed, he shared successes and failures where he
had given his all, but with mixed results. Nathan is a teacher of high-school students in history
and government. As an athlete himself, he enjoys coaching and helping young people to learn the
importance of team-building and supporting each other as family. He feels God’s calling to work
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with inner city students so he will be leaving Christian education to pursue this. He is an
outstanding Christian young man with a promising future and much to offer.
Educational Professionals
The next four volunteers comprised the second group of participants. These are
individuals who play critical roles in the inclusion efforts in any school. These participants are
referred to as education professionals in this study. Although their roles are diverse, they will
encounter students with HFA on a less-frequent, but highly-important basis. They included a
school nurse, a religion teacher, and two special education teachers.
Table 2
Education Professional Participants’ Demographics

Education
Professional
Participant
Dianne

Race/gender
White female

Position in school
K-12 School Nurse

Years in
this role
18

Tiffany

White female

Religion Teacher

7

St. Joseph High
School

Jeanette

White female

Intervention Specialist
(IS)

19

Faith Christian
Academy

Stephanie

White female

Pre-K-12
Director of
Special Education

20+

Southside Christian
School

School Assignment
Faith Christian
Academy

Dianne
Dianne has spent 55 years as a nurse, the last 18 of which were as a school nurse. The
first 37 years of her career as a hospital nurse gave her intermittent contact and experience with
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individuals on the autism spectrum which has aided her in her role as the school nurse. Her
encompassing quote, which follows, describes what she sees as her role of school nurse.
The Role of School Nurse:
1. Maintain safe, healthy environment for students and staff.
2. Access and prepare for acute physical, medical, psychosocial situations that may
occur in school setting.
3. Maintain student and staff records on medical conditions, immunizations, and
medications in a confidential manner.
4. Develop IEP or 504 care plans for individual student needs, collaborate with teachers,
counselor, care-givers and other essential personnel.
This comprehensive definition shows the seriousness with which Dianne approaches her
job. She is loving, kind, and positive with every individual she encounters. As she considered her
role while dealing with an inclusive student with HFA, she added to her duties that she would be
responsible for evaluating the classroom, the playground, and other areas for lighting,
temperature, or any stimulus that could trigger an anxious response and remediate it. She likes to
establish a rapport between herself, the student, the caregiver, the students’ primary physician
and the teacher to establish an environment of trust. She believes that any change in situation,
such as a fire drill or a disaster drill, needs to have a special plan established. Dianne states that
there is a bit of a balancing act between sharing information with staff, since it is critical to the
student’s success, and what is allowable by HIPPA, so parents must be involved in what is
shared. These safety nets should be put into place before the school year starts. In her opinion,
Dianne believes that her greatest success has been, “When those with health conditions have
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taken responsibility for their own care.” Dianne is a natural care-giver and an incredible asset
wherever she serves.
Tiffany
Tiffany is a teacher of religion at St Joseph High School where she also is the girls’ golf
coach. Her role is a busy one as she preps for classes in The Old Testament, The New Testament,
world religions, and others, in addition to a hectic golf schedule in the fall quarter. Tiffany is
fully-invested in her students and their well-being, and she revels in the successes of those to
whom she refers as her “project students.” She says she pushes, shoves, and “drags them to
graduation with God’s help.” Her diligence in helping her students succeed is a point of honor
for her. Tiffany believes that the inclusion of students with special needs is “very, very important
even with limited resources.” The four intervention specialists at St Joseph High School are
given great respect from Tiffany who considers them her best resource.
Jeanette
Jeanette, an intervention specialist of 19 years, is energetic, fun-loving, enthusiastic and
the mother of a teenager with Asperger Syndrome. She treats each of her students as if she were
solely responsible for their well-being. Jeanette works exhaustively to serve her students and
their care-givers. She has been recruited to provide further education on inclusion to teachers and
is often out-of-sorts when she sees little-to-no improvement for her hard work. A quote from
Jeanette follows:
When we became largely an EdChoice school, the lack of educational support and the
heavy baggage some students brought with them was difficult. But now we have reached
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a break though. This has been both my biggest challenge and my greatest
accomplishment.
Jeanette can be brutally honest, and sometimes needs to be reminded to temper that because she
is truly one of the kindest, most loyal, and most empathetic persons I have ever encountered.
Stephanie
The last of the education professionals to be discussed in this study is Stephanie. In her
20+ years at Southside Christian School, she has transformed the special education program
there. This is truly her heart. Stephanie speaks with incredible passion about inclusion, “the
ability to be included exactly as peers,” and she has pushed for it. Southside is now phasing out
their Joshua Program; this was their original inclusion program with a very limited scope. As
with many private and Christian schools, limited resources hinder more rapid growth with the
inclusion program. If Stephanie has her dreams realized, Southside Christian will be a fully
inclusive school. She states that her greatest success is, “seeing how the school is turning and
wanting to serve all with compassion and empathy.” Prior to each new school year, Stephanie
meets individually with each teacher whose class will include a student or students with special
needs – in this time, Stephanie helps the individual understand how to implement the service
plan – depending on the individual teacher, this investment amounts to somewhere between 15 –
50+ hours per teacher. This kind of commitment is rarely seen, but Stephanie is improving lives,
with a sweet smile on her face.
This concludes the information on each individual participant. These are teachers of high
quality. In fact, by the State of Ohio standards, these are all Highly-Qualified Teachers (HQT). It
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was gratifying to see such exceptional-quality teachers who have committed their lives to
furthering Christian education.
Results
Following the techniques of Stake (1997, 2011) a list of significant statements was
compiled from the graphic representations, individual interviews, and transcripts of the focus
groups, and subsequently used to develop codes and themes. All of the participants’ quotes given
in this manuscript, including grammatical errors in speech and or writing, are presented verbatim
to accurately depict their voices. Four major themes and their subthemes emerged from the data.
Major Theme 1 was Understandings of Inclusion with the subthemes of Definition of Inclusion,
Peceptions, Experience with IEPs, and Conviction. The next major theme was Theme 2,
Concerns and Fears with the subthemes of Negative Attitudes toward Inclusion, Unintended
Exclusionary Commentary, and Increased Workload. The third major theme was Prior Formal
Training which had the subtemes of Specific HFA training, Positive Behavior Intervention
Supports (PBIS), Professional Development and In-Service Training (PD and IST), and
Education Professional Comments. The final major theme, Theme 4, was Positive Attitudes
Toward Inclusion; Theme 4 had no sub-themes.
Theme Development
As the data were sorted and processed through multiple cycles, patterns began to emerge.
True to the word of Stake (1995), “identification of issues draws attention to problems and
concerns” (p. 16). I discovered that my research questions were of much less importance than
what participants wanted to tell me. The major themes and sub-themes encapsulated what
participants desired to share. The four major themes are Understanding of Inclusion, Concerns
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and Fears, Prior Formal Training, and Positive Attitudes Toward Inclusion. The themes and their
subthems are noted in Table 3 and then discussed in detail below that.
Table 3
Theme Development
Key Words/Phrases

Subthemes
Major Theme 1: Understandings of Inclusion

involve everyone, opposite of exclusion, exactly as their peers,
feel welcome and successful

Definition of Inclusion

real, 100% know it’s true, scientific fact, something else to
think about, read more of the research, not sure, evaluate
stimulus, anxious, special plan, overwhelmed, overstimulated,
trigger, places to cool down, quiet area

Perceptions

never, none, one year, constantly looking, intimately involved,
written and implemented IEPs for a number of years

Experience with IEPs

won’t influence my feelings, stand my ground, might convince Conviction
me, make me question myself, influenced by my colleagues
Major Theme 2: Concerns and Fears
disruptions, harass, make fun of, worry, OK, impossible,
depend on (the IS), under-evaluated, understaffing,
discrimination, distraction, high stress, difficult, not always the
best solution, not favorable towards those students, completely
disagree, many modifications, there is a limit

Negative Attitudes Toward
Inclusion

(IS) is awesome, (IS) is my preparedness, depend on (the IS),
send a student to “chill,” with the IS, other form of
intervention, take the student someplace, inclined to call for the
office, have to think about equity too, where do you draw the
line? a lack of respect? special treatment

Unintended Exclusionary
Commentary

more work as far as prep and planning, modify quizzes or tests, Increased Workload
reteach, discipline would have to be different, include any
modifications recommended by (the IS)
Major Theme 3: Prior Formal Training
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none, zero, nursing career, master’s program, webinars,
professional development, touched on in PD

Specific HFA Training

some courses on my own, plenty of training, haven’t seen it
work, really not used, none, some reading and some PD, not
well-received, very little recall, cannot recall an instance where
it was used, never needed

PBIS

principals and an administrative group (plan), teachers are
asked, working with special needs students, one hour per year
to talk to teachers about including special ed students, not all
PD is created equal, I don’t like it, some are not relevant, feel
like a waste of four hours, too much emphasis on PD

PD and IST

staff is undertrained, willing to learn, feel unprepared, two
Education Professional
years of periodic intense instruction, between 15-50+ hours, a
Comments
lot you don’t learn in college, overwhelmed, (require)
consistent and on-going training and preparation
Major Theme 4: Positive Attitudes Toward Inclusion
required and encouraged to participate, success is our goal,
(students) all benefit, removing annoying stimuli, really
important to me, I am for it, I have pushed for it, administrative
buy-in, would definitely work, a positive experience, more
prepared than I did when I was younger, what can I do better?

Positive School
Environment

discipline would vary, education of staff, extra patience and
understanding, process of refining (IEP) and promoting growth,
trial and error, smaller group classes

Willingness to Make
Accomodations

Major Theme 1: Understandings of Inclusion
The first major theme identified from the data was Understandings of Inclusion. This was
determined from multiple responses from all three data collection tools. Inclusion is a vital
component of this research as it is key to answering the research questions on perceived
preparedness of education professionals and general education teachers for inclusion of students
with HFA in their classrooms in a Christian school setting. Responses to the graphic
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representations, the individual interviews, and the focus groups were rife with information that
led to the theme and subthemes in this section.
Definition of Inclusion. The first subtheme within the major theme of Understandings of
Inclusion was participants’ definitions of inclusion. The participants provided a fairly consistent
definition of inclusion and none of the definitions involved exclusionary language; all were
positive in tone and clearly indicated that inclusion was perceived in a positive light. Nathan
stated in his individual interview, “It is making sure that students are part of the classroom
family.” In her individual interview, Stephanie shared, “Inclusion is for a student to be included
exactly as their peers.” Bill said, in both his graphic representation and his individual interview,
“All students are required and encouraged to participate with questions. Success is our goal.”
These definitions emerged clearly as a subtheme for Theme One: Understandings of Inclusion.
Inclusion is one pillar upon which this research was built.
Perceptions. The second subtheme within the major theme of Understandings of
Inclusion was perceptions. This included information garnered from the deliberative-discussionstyle focus group, individual interviews, and graphic representations. In her focus group, Tiffany
responded to the fact that autism may be caused by a lack of myelination of nerves between the
two hemispheres of the brain by stating:
This confirms that the lifelong struggle with autism comes from a defect in the brain
making it difficult for that person to do an array of things. Depending on the severity the
individual would be able to compensate and find ways to overcome their disability.
Marla stated that it was interesting to know that fact but, “For our purposes, I don’t think
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it changes anything.” These two attitudes were echoed throughout the responses of all eight
study participants. Bill, however, synthesized these responses well when he suggested that the
lack of myelination was helpful to know because when he sees behaviors that cannot be
explained otherwise, this knowledge gives him another possible route to follow and implement
changes to help a struggling student.
The understanding of HFA symptomology is yet another area that emerged under the
subtheme of perception. From the contributions of participants, it was evident that there existed
some understanding of the symptomology of HFA. Dianne, an education professional, stated in
her graphic representation that she would evaluate the classroom, playground, and other areas in
the school for potential triggers like lighting, temperature, or “any stimulus that may trigger an
anxious response." Tiffany, another education professional participant said, “Listening and
attending to the needs of the student is essential, especially when they are overwhelmed or
overstimulated.” Nathan, one of the general education teachers, had some excellent ideas that
reflected his knowledge of HFA. To deal with a student with HFA in his classroom; he would
offer headphones or earbuds to screen out excess noise, and provide a quiet place for assessments
to occur. He would also anticipate placing the student at a higher level academically than some
of his other students, and providing help from peers who offer to assist. Empirical research has
shown that peer tutors are ideal for helping others navigate the social landscape in peer-mediated
social interactions interventions (Avramidis et al., 2019; Dean & Chang, 2021; Hamrick et al.
2021; Landor & Perepa, 2017; Sinclair et al., 2019; Watkins et al., 2015). For students with
HFA, without the help of some support, the alternative is often “withdrawal and isolation,
making integration into the school community difficult” (Watkins, et al., 2015, p. 1070).
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Experience with IEPs. The third subtheme within the major theme of Understandings of
Inclusion was experience with the IEP process. Surprisingly, when queried, general education
teacher participants were not able to articulate in any detail what occurs prior to the creation of
an IEP. Involvement in this process has been minimal for most general education teachers.
However, the education professionals have more experience and understanding of the process.
Nathan, a general education teacher, was limited to saying in his interview, “We make the
referral and then we might be brought into a meeting to discuss the needs of the student, there is
documentation to fill out, and then we can access meeting information via computer.” During
his focus group session, when Bill was asked to share his knowledge of the IEP process, he
continued to listen to other participants rather than jump into the conversation and discussion
even when I prompted him by asking if he had anything to add.
In her focus group, an education professional, Jeanette, on the other hand, stated:
It’s been 20 years of IEP’s but I’m constantly looking for ways to improve it. I have
binders full of examples from various school districts so that I have exhausted every
direction. I have a whole binder of goals for kids on the spectrum.
General education teachers may benefit from understanding this process and knowing
that they can provide input that shapes how the student with special needs will be addressed in
their classrooms. In fact, it is a best practice and the law that teachers be included in the IEP
process. Specific details for this appear in §300.324 of IDEA (2004, Reg. 34).
Often, the creation of the IEP will result in the assignment of a classroom aide to the
student with HFA, or co-teaching may be employed. Marla was the exception among study
participants in the respect that she had worked with a classroom aide or paraprofessional in her
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class for one year. She found it to be minimally intrusive and a positive experience. However,
this is not the perception held by those who had never experienced this kind of help in their
classrooms.
In her focus group, Christine stated that she was not sure she would like having an aide in
her class. She said, “I might feel uncomfortable at first.” Tiffany, after saying that within her
classroom she has her “own little kingdom,” continued on to say, "I don’t think I would like it,
and I definitely would not want them grading my papers for me.” A pervading sense of
possessiveness of their classroom spaces resonated within the participant group despite the
benefits a classroom aide could offer. In her focus group, in contrast to others, Jeanette, the
Intervention Specialist (IS) at Faith Christian Academy, welcomes the assistance of a classroom
aide to help manage her large caseload of students with IEP’s. Since placing a classroom aide in
classes containing a student with HFA is often an item on the IEP, co-teaching was included
within this subtheme of experience with IEPs.
Conviction. The fourth subtheme identified under the major theme, Understandings of
Inclusion, was conviction. Some of the research methods employed were to further test the
conviction of the individuals to the idea of inclusion of students with the complex diagnosis of
HFA. Overall, the level of commitment to inclusion appeared to be high. In his individual
interview, Bill stated, “Every student is different. Inclusion is great across the board.” Marla
shared that despite her initial reluctance, she has found inclusion to be a positive experience.
In the focus group, participants were asked their feelings toward a theoretical teacher who
minimizes the validity of the symptomology of HFA and belittles a student with that diagnosis.
For six of the respondents, their responses were strong and very convicted in defense of this
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theoretical student. Nathan attributed the comment to the ignorance of the individual who made
it. Christine and Dianne gasped when asked how they would feel about it; they were outraged.
Stephanie articulated her feelings in her quote:
I would probably feel a whole host of emotions hearing a teacher say this about a student.
The statement would definitely allow me to see that the teacher did not have a good
understanding of how the brain of a student with autism is wired and why they may
struggle with behaviors.
Bill was adamant in his response, “I would be offended. We all have our struggles. We
all have our struggles! I would be offended if a teacher would say that, and I would challenge it.
I would say that’s not true. It’s just not true!”
Overall, conviction was strong for six of the participants, but Marla and Christine shared
that they could be swayed about their views toward inclusion by fellow teachers who felt
differently than they do. This resulted in mixed results regarding conviction.
Major Theme 2: Concerns and Fears
The second major theme identified across all data collection tools, was Concerns and
Fears. This theme emerged when looking at some comments of participants that created a small
thread of negativity in the midst of mostly positive attitudes. This was divided into the three
subthemes that follow: negative attitudes toward inclusion, unintended exclusionary
commentary, and increased workload. In comparison to the amount of positivity in this research,
there was only a small amount of negativity, but it was still significant enough to warrant notice
and a place in the analysis.
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Negative Attitudes Toward Inclusion. The first subtheme within the major theme of
Concerns and Fears was negative attitudes toward inclusion. Self-fulfilling prophecy and selfefficacy are based largely on attitudes held toward prior experiences. Several of the questions in
the data-collection tools asked for teachers and education professionals to utilize their skills of
episodic memory and self-efficacy. The general education teachers and education professionals
in this research shared a commonality; none of them were novices in the field of K-12 education.
Years of successful classroom experiences had led to confidence and a high perceived selfefficacy (Bandura, 1995). Perceived self-efficacy, when coupled with prospection, can result in
positive self-fulfilling prophecy (SFP). Prospection neatly bridged the gap between SE and SFP,
as SE and SFP are not synonymous (Talsma, et al., 2019). This study’s participants envisioned
themselves succeeding with inclusion of students with HFA, thereby increasing their likelihood
of success (Andersen, 2018; Chandrasegaran & Padmakumari, 2018; Merton, 1948; & Kim et
al., 2018). While the exact words chosen by participants may not have been overtly negative,
they did convey a sense of being unsure or doubtful about inclusion of students with HFA in
their classrooms. Some of these concerns and fears are examined here. “The attitudes that
teachers hold toward inclusion are one of the most widely researched themes in the field of
inclusive education (Avramidis et al., 2019, p. 49).”
In her individual interview, Christine expressed doubts about inclusion of a student with
HFA in her classroom and a unique discipline plan for that student, citing that it could be tough
or difficult at times. In her interview, Marla had some reservations. She felt it could be good and
worth a try, but then concluded that it may not be the best solution. In his focus group, Nathan
expressed his doubts about the readiness and capabilities of school systems to handle potential
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situations with students with HFA and the lack of available resources. While, on the more
positive side, Bill stated that he had taken some courses on his own in addition to his personal
experience with his granddaughter.
In his focus group, Bill also believed that with the right educational supports, all students
can master grade-level content. “The students can, if you give them the right support, then they
can get through.” Jeanette, on the converse, absolutely disagreed with Bill’s assessment, as did
Nathan. The results emerging from the data were mixed on this particular topic. Most
participants agreed that sometimes the gap in knowledge was too great to overcome, and in that
case, a resource room might provide the best placement for the student.
Unintended Exclusionary Commentary. The second subtheme under the second major
theme, Concerns and Fears, was unintended exclusionary commentary. Although the pervasive
attitude toward inclusion was positive in this group of participants, at times, there were remarks
of an exclusionary nature included in all data collection tools. These are discussed under this
subtheme of unintended exclusionary commentary as the overwhelming attitude toward inclusion
was positive, and these exclusionary comments did not have an intentional tone of exclusion
toward students.
On her graphic representation, Marla commented that she might have to send a student to
“chill” with the Intervention Specialist (IS) or the school nurse: this excludes the student from
what is occurring in the classroom during that removal. Marla continued by referring to her sense
of equity. She mentioned that she felt a need to balance one child’s needs against the needs of 16
other students in her class. She concluded by defending her stance saying that she would have
the student removed so the rest of the class could continue moving forward. Bill echoed this idea
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in his comment stating that a student might need “to spin down” with the school nurse after an
outburst.
Christine, who professes to believe that inclusion is good, stated in her interview:
There needs to be some sort of discrimination about those who are included dependent
upon the level of their needs. Especially the environment for learning. There would be
distraction for treatment of the child with HFA which would make it high stress.
Christine also placed a limit of one student per class with HFA for her. Otherwise, she
felt that it would be “impossible to handle.”
Another frequently employed exclusive practice is suspension. As the researcher in this
study, I view this as particularly grievous when students are being suspended for symptoms of
their disability. With HFA, that might be a difficult action to defend. Yet, Tiffany, the teacher of
Theology and Golf Coach, shared in her focus group that she felt, despite their disabilities (e.g.,
painful overstimulation, intense anxiety, extreme reaction to bullying, etc.), “If they have done
something worthy of suspension, then they should be suspended just like any of the other
students would. Giving a student special treatment is different than catering to their needs and
giving them support.”
On her graphic representation, Marla, a general education teacher, commented that she
was not concerned about students with special needs because the IS with whom she works is
awesome. Her quote was, “She (the IS) is my preparedness. I will continue to depend on her.”
Increased Work Load. The third subtheme under the major theme of Concerns and Fears
was increased work load. Several of the participants were specific about the impact that a student
with HFA being included in their classroom would have on their to-do lists. On her graphic
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representation and in her interview, Dianne very unjudgmentally stated that she would need to
assess all areas of the school and playground and the entire school for potential anxiety triggers,
prepare alternative plans for fire and emergency drills, give extra training to teachers of students
with HFA, and maintain open lines of communication with the student’s primary caregiver and
physician.
In her focus group, Jeanette, the IS, mentioned that she has a ‘quiet-area’ rug in her room
so students sent to her know a procedure for handling their feelings of being overwhelmed by
sitting on the quiet rug to gather their thoughts and try to discern what has triggered them. After
this reflective time, she talks with them to determine their preparedness to return to class. A
small number of the general education teachers mentioned minor adjustments such as seating
charts or assignment of groups for projects.
In all three data-collection tools, three of the general education teachers, Nathan, Bill and
Marla, did not express any concerns about added work to their current situations. However,
Christine did express concerns. She stated that it would be more work which would be difficult.
She contradicted herself within the same interview by stating that based on her previous
experiences, it would not be much trouble if it was practical. Overall, Christine seemed the least
amenable to the idea of inclusion of a student with HFA in her classroom due to increased
workload and uncertainty that would cause stress. Overall, participants were not significantly
concerned about the additional work required for inclusion of a student with HFA.
Major Theme 3: Prior Formal Training
The third major theme to emerge from the data collection tools was Prior Formal
Training. This theme, with its four subthemes, specific HFA training, PBIS, professional
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development and in-service trainings, and education professional commentary, covers a wide
area of factors that may impact the perceived preparedness of educators and education
professionals. Each of these subthemes was examined to determine the depth of its impact.
Specific HFA Training. The first of the subthemes to surface from the major theme of
Prior Formal Training was specific HFA training. From the hundreds of quotes garnered through
the graphic representations, individual interviews, and focus groups, a pattern of recurring
references to training specific to inclusion of students with HFA became evident. Formal training
for inclusion of students with HFA had not been a part of the training for the general education
teachers, Bill, Christine, Marla, and Nathan.
When responding to queries about training in the major categories impacting students
with HFA (academic, behavior, and social-emotional), the responses of three of the four general
education teachers unanimously equated to None, none, and none. In their interviews and focus
groups, three of the participants, Tiffany, Marla, and Christine, alluded to some training through
professional development and the intervention specialists at their disposal. Bill cited that he has
done some independent research and he has some experience through his diagnosed
granddaughter.
Three of the education professionals experienced more formal training. In her interview
and focus group, Jeanette cited much training and experience from prior employment at a school
that served the population of students diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome. She also boasted one
undergraduate and one graduate course that addressed the components of HFA symptomology.
In her interview and focus group, Stephanie, the Director of Special Education, shared
that she also experienced some formal training during her masters’ program in educational
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psychology. She continues to pursue information through multiple sources. She and her school
have established a partnership with an outstanding Christian University in the region as well as
with the director of the Educational Resource Center in her resident school district. In her
interview and focus group, Dianne referred to her regular nursing career as her source of
information. This subtheme of specific HFA training reveals why some teachers may be
trepidatious about inclusion of students with HFA in their general education classes.
Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS). The second subtheme within the major
theme of Prior Formal Training was PBIS. PBIS provide a positive alternative to exclusionary
discipline practices. In his focus group, Nathan shared that he has plenty of training, but he’s
never seen it work. In her focus group, Tiffany echoed Nathan’s sentiment. In his focus group,
Bill cited that he has taken the initiative to pursue some courses on his own. In her focus group,
Marla, like Bill, reports doing some independent research through reading and pursuing PD for
PBIS. In her focus group, Christine stated that her exposure to PBIS is “None.” She went further
to say that it sounded like a good idea.
In her focus group, Jeanette, the IS, said she organized a Professional Development Day
with a published speaker on PBIS, and that the lack of administrative support caused her efforts
for this program to fail. In her focus group responses, Stephanie, the Director of Special
Education at Southside Christian School, shared that their staff has been trained, there is
administrative by-in, and their middle-school is piloting PBIS before all grades institute it.
Dianne, the school nurse, had never heard of PBIS. In general, the attitudes toward PBIS were
poor.
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Professional Development and In-Service Training. The third subtheme within the
major theme of Prior Formal Training was Professional Development (PD) and In-Service
Training (IST). The Director of Special Education, Stephanie, said in her focus group, “We need
to prepare our teachers to work with students on the spectrum because at some point they will
have an autistic student in their classroom.” However, teachers, Nathan and Marla, said “not all
PD is created equal.” Nathan went on to say, "Some are not relevant, and they just feel like a
waste of four hours that I could have spent with my students… I would make the argument that
sometimes we put too much emphasis on PD.”
Three of the four education professionals gave responses that reflected that they had
some role in PD and IST, however minimal. In their focus group responses, all general education
teachers, Bill, Christine, Marla, and Nathan, expressed that they were not involved in the
process. The roles assumed by the education professionals varied. In her individual interview,
Dianne shared that she is periodically asked to present something, but she has no say in the
topics that are chosen. In her focus group, Jeanette stated, the people who determine topics are
the two principals, elementary and secondary, and the assistant principal; the topics tend
to be current issues. I am given one hour per year to talk to teachers about including
special education students in their classrooms. The upcoming topic for training is cultural
diversity training.
In her focus group, Tiffany shared that although she is not in a position to designate
topics for PD or IST, on occasion, all staff are asked to provide suggestions. In her focus group,
Stephanie, part of the administrative team at her school, said that teachers have been asked for
suggestions and a potpourri of topics have been suggested. As her school continues on its path to
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becoming fully-inclusive, most requests involve further inclusion techniques. However, their
next IST topic is the trauma-informed classroom.
Education Professionals’ Commentary. The fourth sub-theme within the major theme of
Prior Formal Training was education professionals’ comments about their views on the
preparedness of their teachers for inclusion of students with HFA. Quotes from Dianne, Jeanette,
and Stephanie follow.
In her individual interview, Dianne, the school nurse, stated, “(Teachers are) not very
prepared. They are overwhelmed…[teachers will] require consistent and on-going training and
preparation.” Dianne, who is a caregiver by nature, stressed that teachers sometimes relay to her
that they are enduring. This leads me to believe that the training that Dianne suggested needs to
be taken seriously.
In her individual interview, Jeanette the intervention specialist at Faith Christian
Academy, shared:
The staff is undertrained to effectively serve any other than the typical student. Several
are willing to learn, but they still feel unprepared. I believe it would take about two years
of periodic intense instruction for them to be prepared.
Although Jeanette is performing her job well, she is truly concerned for outcomes for teachers
and the school, but primarily for the students. Her concerns are not taken lightly.
Stephanie, the Director of Special Education, said in her individual interview:
I work individually with the teachers prior to the start of the school year. Depending on
the teacher and their previous experiences, it is somewhere between 15 - 50+ hours each.

155

Many could benefit from additional training to feel equipped and to have realistic
expectations for gains. There is a lot you don’t learn in college.
Again, Stephanie, as she sees the needs at Southside Christian School increase, tries to balance
students’ needs and teachers’ needs.
These three quotes from the education professionals indicate that further training for
general education teachers and themselves regarding inclusion of students with HFA is
extremely important. This is supported throughout multiple literature sources (Billinsley &
Banks, 2015; Deab & Chang, 2021; Hamrick et al., 2021; Ho et al., 2018; Landor & Perepa,
2017; Silviera-Zaldivar & Curtis, 2019). Hamrick et al.,(2021) shared that “results indicate a
research-to-practice gap as educators reported many practices not identified as evidence-based
intervention when working with individuals with autism and intellectual disabilities” (p. 213).
Students with high-functioning autism tend to be diagnosed later in life when social demands
become incumbent upon them and they falter because of their inability to meet those demands.
This can result in compromised daily functioning, and insurmountable social and behavioral
challenges in the school climate. Furthermore, the tendency for educators to focus upon
academic performance can lead to a lack of meaningful interventions to assist this population of
students in their quest to overcome the social and emotional barriers before them (SiveiraZaldivar & Curtis, 2019).
Major Theme Four: Positive Attitudes Toward Inclusion
The fourth major theme that emerged from scouring the data, was Positive Attitudes
Toward Inclusion. Positive references toward inclusion provided a plethora of quotes and
responses that demonstrated an overwhelmingly positive attitude toward inclusion that was
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expressed throughout the research process. The quantity and frequency of these references
informed me that this was absolutely required to be included as a theme.
Positive School Environment. In her focus group, because Tiffany has a positive attitude
toward inclusion, she shared what her school, St. Joseph High School, provides for students with
behavior issues. Students are provided ‘safe’ areas within the school where they can go to regain
their composure without getting exclusionary discipline applied to their situations. This is a very
positive way to teach coping skills and diverting potential negative outcomes. She named seven
of these ‘safe’ places that are provided to students through their service plans or IEP’s. Tiffany
also stressed the importance of her classroom environment and having extra patience and
understanding for students with special needs. In Tiffany’s own words, “I cater to their needs.”
On her graphic representation and in her interview and focus groups, Dianne, the school nurse,
named numerous actions that she would take to make a more friendly environment for students
with HFA and to alleviate as many triggers as possible. She also stressed continuing to educate
teachers on this disability and establishing open communication with the student’s caregiver and
physician.
Willingness to Make Accomodations. In her interview, Stephanie again shared the great
importance that inclusion holds for her. She has dedicated countless hours and immeasurable
effort to create the strides her school has achieved toward full inclusion. She has been a
powerhouse in making positive things happen. Jeanette has also held a firm stance regarding
inclusion. In her interview, Jeanette shared, “It is difficult to do, but necessary. It is really not a
choice when working with students with special needs. I really want it, but with lack of
administrative support, I don’t know if it is realistic.”
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In his graphic representation and focus group, Nathan repeatedly showed a willingness to
make adaptations and accommodations for an inclusion student with HFA. He offered wellconsidered suggestions such as use of earbuds or earplugs, preferential seating, designation to the
proper learning-level group, the assignment of a peer helper, discussing changes with the student
prior to their implementation, and generally displayed good understanding of the symptomology
of this neurodevelopmental disorder. Although she expressed some trepidation, Christine cited
the importance she assigns to inclusion, and indicated that she would do her very best to make it
successful in her class. All participants in the research spoke positively toward inclusion, even
those who expressed some concerns about the more difficult aspects of behavior and socialemotional inclusion. In his individual interview, Bill stated, “Every student is different.
Inclusion is great across the board. They all benefit.” And in his individual interview, when a
query was posed to Bill regarding a separate discipline plan for a student with HFA, he replied,
“It doesn’t matter. They all are individuals – I offer grace.”
This theme of Positive Attitudes Toward Inclusion includes a fraction of the words and
attitudes shared regarding the research topic. It became very clear to me that any resistance
toward inclusion of students with special education needs I had anticipated was unfounded. I had
pre-supposition that was incorrect, and I am glad I set it aside during my data analysis.
Research Question Responses
This qualitative study’s research questions were conceived and optimized based upon the
three theories that supported my research: self-fulfilling prophecy, prospection, and the theory of
self-efficacy. The responses to the central question and three sub-questions follow.
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Central Research Question
The central research question for this study was, how do education professionals and
general education teachers in a Christian middle- or high-school classroom perceive their
preparedness for future inclusion of students with HFA?
In their own words, the research participants all clearly expressed that they are prepared
for the academic, behavioral, and social emotional aspects of inclusion for students with HFA.
Their perceived preparedness is high. Since self-efficacy requires one’s own belief in their ability
to control and practice behaviors that lead to specific goals (Bandura, 2011), it can be concluded
that their self-efficacy was high at the time of this study. Weighing against this is the lack of
specific training specific to HFA and the lack of other tools which may impede success
(Attwood, 2007; Khan, 2018; Kurth & Foley, 2014; Leifler, 2020; Morrier et al., 2011; Ravet,
2018).
Sub-Question One
The first sub question for this qualitative study was, how do education professionals and
general education teachers in a Christian middle- or high-school classroom setting perceive their
preparedness for the academic inclusion of students with HFA?
This sub-question was answered in a positive way. Education professionals and teachers
seemed most comfortable with making academic accommodations based upon their previous
experiences with inclusion of other students with special needs, such as those with learning
disabilities. During his focus group and interview, Bill shared that he would provide more
material in a visual fashion since most learners seem to prefer visual learning now, which he
attributed to smart phones and constant use of videos and video games. This is a trend to which

159

he has already begun to adapt. In the focus group, Marla stated, “I think we can try to do as many
different styles as we can just for everybody, because everybody has a preference. I do more
videos and labs now than I used to.” In her focus group, Tiffany conceded that she would need to
make sure that all notes and examples she gives in class would be written on the board or on
PowerPoint. She also would encourage the development of note-taking skills.
In her focus group, Stephanie provided the most comprehensive explanation on this topic
by stating:
I always encourage our general education teachers to use different modalities when
teaching students because it is best practice for all students. However, an HFA student
may need a visual schedule, daily checklist, etc. So, our Intervention Specialists work
with the teachers to create a visual board that the students can use as part of their daily
routine. The teachers need to be mindful about providing visual supports along with any
auditory teaching.
Based upon responses from participants in this research and the background research,
the perceived preparedness of education professionals and general education teachers for the
academic inclusion of students with HFA is high, and education professionals and teachers do
feel prepared.
Sub-Question Two
The second sub question for this qualitative study was, how do education professionals
and general education teachers in a Christian middle- or high-school inclusion classroom setting
perceive their preparedness for achieving the behavioral support of students with HFA using best
practices that align with the Positive Behavior Intervention Support (PBIS) framework?
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Students who are on the autism spectrum generally have increased sensitivities to many
things that neurotypical students do not. This may result in the student acting in a disruptive
manner because he does not have the skill set to recognize or articulate the trigger that is causing
the behavioral disruption. To address the needs of the student and still maintain a wellfunctioning classroom climate, the general education teacher must be familiar with the
idiosyncratic behaviors that may be demonstrated and have a fair and effective plan in place for
possible challenges. Plans such as PBIS, may provide positive ways to address behavioral issues
and reduce classroom challenges for inclusion students with ASD (Johnson, 2019).
Although most participants in the research were familiar with PBIS, the attitudes toward
it were not good. Even those most well-trained in its use stated that they had never seen it work.
Without PBIS or some comparable plan in place, successful inclusion of students with HFA
becomes less likely.
The answer to this subquestion is complicated. The research subquestion specifies using
PBIS or its equivalent. The use of PBIS was not fully embraced by any participants. Despite that
fact, all general education teachers’ and education professionals’ perceived-preparedness for
achieving behavior support for included students with HFA was high. Their self-efficacy was
high, as well, even though they might employ exclusionary practices. Although less enthusiastic
than when making academic modifications, the overall attitude of teachers, based on the tools
they have at their disposal, was positive, but not realistic. These teachers often looked to
exclusionary actions as their sole avenue to pursue.
In her focus group, Marla stated, “I think I definitely feel more prepared to help students
with behavioral issues than I did when I was younger.” Tiffany alluded to ‘safe’ spaces within
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her school where students can go to cool down without disciplinary consequences. Christine
shared that she would have to be taught exactly how to practice discipline with this student.
None of the participants expressed that they would not even try.
In summary, on this sub-question, all participants were willing to make an effort at
behavioral inclusion of a student with HFA. These education professionals and general education
teachers showed a willingness to attempt inclusion of this population, without the presence of a
good school-wide behavioral support plan. Therefore, it must be concluded that the perceived
preparedness is high despite an inadequate level of training, as was self-efficacy.
Sub-Question Three
The third sub-question for this qualitative study was, how do education professionals and
general education teachers in a Christian middle- or high-school classroom setting perceive their
preparedness for achieving the social inclusion of students with HFA?
This is a critical question because the inability to correctly interpret social interactions is
a primary deficit of students with HFA (Attwood, 2007). Proactive steps need to be taken to
enhance the integration of the student with HFA into the general student community in the
inclusive classroom (Lane, 2017). This question, once again, calls on education professionals and
general education teachers to perform in ways for which they are not prepared. One participant,
Nathan, referred several times in his responses to assigning a peer to help a student with HFA.
This is, according to more recent research, a good evidence-based practice with several good
examples to replicate. However, it still falls outside of the parameters that the participants in this
study have. In his focus group, Nathan concluded, “I think we can get information from the past
while still allowing for a new present, and you can also find peers in the classroom to help.”
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Controlling bullying of students was one question in the focus groups, and all participants had
strong feelings against it and systems in place to address it. Based on the responses of
participants, education professionals’ and general education teachers’ perceived preparedness
and self-efficacy regarding inclusion of students with HFA and their social-emotional needs is
high.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative study in Pre-K-12 Christian schools was to understand the
perceived preparedness and perceived efficacy of education professionals and general education
middle- and high-school teachers for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA).
This chapter introduced the individual participants and shared the themes garnered from the data.
Since the research was qualitative, direct quotes were used liberally.
Using Stake’s (1997, 2011) methodology, the responses to the three data collection tools
were parsed to create four themes: Understanding of Inclusion, Concerns and Fears, Prior Formal
Training, and Positive Attitudes Toward Inclusion. All of the themes and sub-themes were
identified in Table three and described in this chapter. This chapter completes an in-depth review
and reiteration of responses to the three data collection tools, and the themes and subthemes that
emerged. These honest and open research participants did an excellent job of sharing their
feelings and attitudes, providing me a wealth of information that provided responses to the
central research question and the three subquestions. Chapter Five will provide a summary of
this research and its findings where these disparate parts will be reassembled to provide a
succinct conclusion to my research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this case study in three Christian schools is to understand the perceived
preparedness and perceived efficacy of education professionals and general education middleand high-school teachers for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA). The
discussion, with five emphasized components, provides an interpretation of the study’s results.
Each subsection addresses a unique implication or interpretation of the results, concluding with
limitations and delimitations and recommendations for future research.
Discussion
This section develops the findings that resulted from this qualitative research, utilizing
the themes that emerged from the data in Chaper Four. Interpretation of Findings is discussed
first. Implications of the findings for policy or practice and theroretical and empirical
implications of the findings are discussed next. Finally, potential weaknesses of this research and
recommendations for future research are discussed.
Interpretation of Findings
This section begins with a brief summary of Thematic Findings as displayed in Chapter
Four. These are followed by a series of interpretations that I deemed significant. The findings
were displayed thematically and focused on understandings of inclusion, concerns and fears,
prior formal training, and positive attitudes toward inclusion. Each of these is a different
dimension of inclusion of students with HFA and they highlight its multi-dimensional nature.
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Summary of Thematic Findings
The summary of the thematic findings, in brief, shows that general education teachers
and education professionals in Christian junior-and senior-high schools feel that inclusion of
students with HFA could be accomplished with minimal-to-no effort on their part. However, this
was based on a somewhat-limited perspective since their focus is single-mindedly on academic
achievement. HFA is a very pervasive disorder which complicates life intensely for those who
have its diagnosis.That said, the perceived preparedness of general education teachers was
reached, and their self-efficacy was high. Additional training and education, in tandem with
extensive administrative support, are the missing components necessary for success.
Educators Are Willing. Education professionals and general education teachers in three
Christian schools were receptive to the inclusion of students with high-functioning autism
(HFA). Combined with their veteran status in K-12 education, the positivity expressed by these
participants was evident when they were questioned in regard to the academic, behavioral, and
social-emotional inclusion of students with HFA. Two sample responses garnered from the focus
group follow. Marla stated: “I don’t think a student with HFA would be that different from
students in the past…but, I could be wrong.” Bill optimistically stated, “Every student is
different. Inclusion is great across the board; they all benefit.”
Savolainen et al. (2022) stressed the importance of positive attitudes toward inclusion
success and satisfaction; “Teachers need a strong personal commitment toward inclusive practice
for this intervention to be successful, with attitude affecting both teaching approach and the type
of classroom learning environment created” (p.115). Based on the data and supported by
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empirical research, education professionals and general education teachers in these Christian
schools were receptive to the inclusion of students with HFA.
The Need for HFA-Specific Training. Before inclusion of students with HFA, education
professionals and general education teachers in Christian schools should have training specific to
inclusion of students with HFA. This finding, like the other findings, hinges upon multiple
sources. The empirical literature aligns with information from the multiple data-collection tools.
Aubineau and Blicharska (2020), asserted that many inclusion studies are “dominated by nonautistic perspective, evaluating the success of inclusion only by academic performance measures
and are neglecting socio-emotional and socio-cognitive aspects of school adaptation” (p. 538).
This quote perfectly mirrors the general education teacher participants’ intent focus on
academics. The high self-efficacy and perceived preparedness they exhibit is based upon a partial
picture of skills and understanding that will be required for inclusion of students with HFA. The
three participants in this research who have the deepest understanding and most extensive
understanding of HFA are Stephanie, Jeanette, and Dianne. Stephanie said:
Teachers could benefit from additional training in order for them to feel equipped and
have realistic expectations for gain. For the most part, our teachers have a positive
attitude toward students with autism, but because these students often have such a wide
range of abilities and behaviors that don’t fit the typical student mold, they don’t feel
prepared to work with students with HFA. They are most concerned about how potential
behaviors could affect the learning of other students.
Jeanette simply said, “With the existing staff, none are really prepared.” Dianne summarized her
feelings this way, “The teachers are not very prepared – they are overwhelmed.”
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Inclusive teachers need a more complete set of “instructional knowledge and skills” in
order to succeed with the complex group of students with HFA (Kurth & Foley, 2014, p. 287).
This information supports the conclusion that before inclusion of students with HFA, education
professionals and general education teachers should have training specific to inclusion of
students with HFA.
Non-exclusionary Discipline Fluency. Teachers in these Christian schools need support
in becoming fluent in the use of non-exclusionary discipline, such as PBIS. There should be an
administration-led Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS) program instituted to
eliminate non-exclusionary discipline practices (Johnson, 2019; Reinke et al., 2013). PBIS is a
means by which classroom behavior and activities can be improved and designed to diminish
negative behavior. Generally, 65% of the school day is engaged in typical behavior, while the
remaining 35% is consumed with atypical or disruptive behaviors, even for those with HFA
(Johnson, 2019). If improvement of a behavior plan is indicated, PBIS may provide a reasonable
solution.
PBIS consists of four component parts. Building of self-esteem heads the list. Second is
effective communication. Mentoring is the third component, and research shows that this is the
number one way to help at-risk students remain in school. Finally, is restoration through
restorative circles which ideally concludes with reintegration within the group. These steps
combine to train students to exercise control over their own behavior (Johnson, 2019).
McKeithan and Sabornie (2020) reported a moderate effect size for socio-behavioral
interventions employed with secondary-level students with HFA and an average or aboveaverage IQ. “Regular education teachers, especially at the secondary level, must facilitate the
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academic and social transition from adolescence to early adulthood so students are prepared to
meet the challenges of postsecondary life” (McKeithan & Sabornie, 2019, p. 82).
Consistency and understanding among school staff are critical in understanding the many
challenges faced by students with behavioral disabilities like those with ASD (Harding, 2009).
Effective behavior supports that are the most efficacious for students with HFA are assessmentbased, hypothesis-driven, skill-building in nature, and they shape behavior (Sansosti et al., 2010).
Christine was totally transparent about her concerns when she said that someone would have to
tell her exactly how to handle discipline for the inclusion of a student with HFA. When asked her
opinion about PBIS, she replied, “I think it would definitely work.”
The theology instructor at St. Joseph High School said that she has been trained in PBIS
but that it is never used. Nathan had negative feelings toward PBIS, but it had never been
instituted at the classroom level which is where he likes discipline to remain. He felt it just gave
students an opening to take advantage. Marla shared that she had never needed it. Finally,
Dianne asked, “What is PBIS? Can you give me an example?” The current practice in Faith
Christian Academy is removal from the classroom for disruptive students either by the
Intervention Specialist or the assistant principal. These teachers are in need of a properly
instituted schoolwide PBIS program. Teachers in these Christian schools need support in
becoming fluent in the use of non-exclusionary discipline, such as PBIS.
Better IEP Understanding. Education professionals and general education teachers in
these Christian schools should have a clear understanding of the IEP process and be active
participants in it. Before asking teachers to fully engage in the inclusion of students with special
needs, they should be fully included in the process that leads to students’ status as special needs
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or, as in this case, their specific status as students with high-functioning autism (HFA). As
inclusive education is now a global agenda, general education teachers are deserving of full
knowledge of the process that places students who may be challenging in their classrooms
(Ehsaan, et al., 2018). Teachers are not receiving this information in their pre-service training.
(Kurth & Foley, 2014).
Christian schools are not bound by IDEA 2004; they receive no federal funding, so
acceptance of and inclusion of students with special needs are voluntary acts. Students who are
accepted into a Christian school with an Individualized Education Program (IEP) from their
public school may have the IEP converted to an Individualized Education Service Plan (IESP) by
the Christian school if that school is accepting of the plan. Resource limitations may inhibit this
process or services provided if the parents voluntarily place their child in a Christian school
(Wright & Wright, 2006).
However, the process to create a service plan is identical to that which results in an IEP
(Wright & Wright, 2006). Of the teacher partipants in this research, Marla had the clearest
understanding of the IEP process, but when this led to follow-up questions, there were large gaps
in her understanding. Marla concluded this session by saying, “The Intervention Specialist is my
preparedness.” Christine’s lack of understanding and lack of involvement in the process was
reflected in her comment, “When they send them into my class… I do what the service plan
says.” Education professionals and general education teachers in these Christian schools should
have a clear understanding of the IEP process and be active participants in it. Otherwise, the
process has a secretive air about it that excludes the classroom teachers. Clearly, individuals who
are invested in a process are more likely to find it worthy of their time and efforts. Over long
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periods of time, this amounts to a wealth of gained personal knowledge to practice and share as
they mentor younger or new teachers. A group effort is highly advised.
Implications for Policy or Practice
There are strong implications in both policy and practice for acknowledging and
confronting the outcomes of this study. These findings are applicable to all Christian schools
who wish to serve inclusion students with HFA. Much of what I propose will benefit any schools
should they choose to accept it. It would be ideal to see preparation for inclusive students with
HFA imbedded in teacher education programs to alleviate this need in the future.
Implications for Policy. In the United States of America, the components of inclusion all
exist, but they have never solidified into a universal inclusion as they have in most of the world.
Politics and society can be capricious. Political and societal circumstances change, and when
education, once again, comes into the spotlight, Christian schools should choose to be
pacesetters. Entusiastically joining efforts for inclusive education aligns with our Biblical
mandates to love and care for all people. Integrity, excellence, and service are exemplary values.
Christian schools should commit to inclusive policies and accommodating student needs
through intensive and appropriate training for inadequately-trained teachers so that they become
comfortable with a variety of disabilities in their classrooms. Additionally, alternatives are
needed to replace exclusionary discipline practices. This cannot occur without the initiative of
administration. If teachers are left to explore options on their own, their training will be
piecemeal and inconsistent.
One of the most effective training programs for understanding and working with students
with Specific Learning Disabilities has existed for many years, but it is still effective in teacher
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training programs as an illustration to teachers what their students with learning disabilities
experience in trying to conquer academic tasks. Created by Richard Lavoie (1989), The F.A.T.
City Workshop (wherein F = frustration, A = Anxiety, and T=Tension) has increased
understanding and empathy for educators and parents. This is a tried and proven tool.
Silveira-Zaldivar & Curtis (2019) focus upon evidence-based practices for social skills
development in students with HFA with peer-mediated interventions (PMI) being listed as
number one on their list. This is followed with recommendations for social narratives, social
skills training, Pivotal Response Training, and Video Modeling. For younger individuals, play
therapy may be a useful strategy, but the three primary ingredients in an effective social skills
intervention are modeling, prompting, and reinforcement. Hamrick et al. (2021) further report
that using practices that are not evidence-based, “Can be dangerous and lead to lifelong
detrimental effects for both the individual with ASD as well as family members and caregivers”
(p. 213).
Implications for Practice. Implications for practice are important in a study such as this
where the goal is to be able to move forward from what was learned in the research into
implementing changes that can benefit the students with a diagnosis of high-functioning autism
who are included in general education classrooms in Christian schools. It is important to note as
Hamrick et al. (2021) stated that, “Studies currently indicate fewer than 15% of teachers receive
training to specifically work with individuals with an autism spectrum disorder (ASD) as part of
the degree plan at their university” (p. 214). This discrepancy in training and practice is now
becoming obvious and further research shows that having even a perfunctory idea of how to
work with this population greatly improves practices and outcomes for teachers (Hamrick et al.,
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2021; Nwolko et al., 2022). Efforts must be initiated to bridge this chasm. On their own, teachers
can seek as much knowledge as possible about different types of disabilities and how to
accommodate them through reading, consulting with knowledgeable individuals, talking with
parents, and continuing education. Continuing education should be provided by the school in
which they work. Follow-up on the implementation of that information needs to be provided by
administration. Administration-led change in practices is typically the best approach in all
school environments (Hamrick et al., 2021; Nwolko et al., 2022).
Theoretical and Empirical Implications
There are theoretical implications and empirical implications of my research. I will first
discuss the theoretical implication of the study. Then, I will attempt to position my research in
the existing body of research and highlight its significance and contribution to the field of
education.
Theoretical Implications
The three theories that form the theoretical framework for this research provided a solid
foundation upon which an assessment can be made. Self-fulfilling prophecy (Merton,1948)
revealed the state-of-mind and attitudes of the education professionals and general education
teachers. Perceived self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977) indicated the comfort level and attitudes
toward potential future performance with inclusion of students with HFA. And prospection
provided a glimpse into how individuals perceived their futures with inclusion.
The first theory, SFP, (Merton,1948) has long been studied as an explanation for
expectations and performance levels in various fields, including education. It was first described
by sociologist, Robert Merton, and informs that expectations about a situation or event affect an
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individual’s behavior such that it causes that expectation to be fulfilled either positively or
negatively (Merton, 1948). If the initial self-evaluations of preparedness indicate reluctance and
an expectancy of poor performance, then self-fulfilling prophecy may validate pessimism.
Conversely, it may also validate a sense of optimism if optimism is what teachers and their
managers anticipate (Livingston, 2009).
My participants were provided opportunities to exercise prospection and begin building a
future scenario in which their self-fulfilling prophecy could blossom. Marla immediately
changed small details in her before-and-after scenes to indicate she was preparing for SFP. In her
current classroom setting, “I make lesson plans and include any modifications recommended by
the Intervention Specialist” was her response. In her classroom setting with an inclusion student
with HFA, she repeated her prior comment and then added, “or any additional ones I might see
needed.” She also added steps to her discipline plan. Bill, Nathan, and Christine also
immediately began preparation to succeed. Dianne, Tiffany, Jeanette and Stephanie had more
exposure to students with HFA, and they used retrospection to filter out the most promising
practices to achieve their self-fulfilling prophecy.
Christine was ready to begin succeeding when she stated, “I would have to know
specifically how to discipline that student in a way that works best.” This showed her
receptiveness to learning and reaching her higher goals of SFP. When discussions of
preparedness arose, generally the participants expressed that minimal effort would be required to
attain preparedness. Marla made two separate comments that reflected her positivity. She felt
that being prepared “takes a relatively small amount of time.” She also said, “I am more prepared
to handle behavior issues than when I was younger.” Christine was less optimistic than the other
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general education teachers as she cited negative aspects, such as “more work for prep and
planning, more disruption, stress over classroom management” and, if more than one student
with HFA were in the class, “it might be impossible to be fully prepared.”
In terms of education, SFP research has focused primarily on the teacher-student
relationship. According to some research, SFPs play an active role in student-teacher
relationships (Chandrasegaran & Padmakumari, 2018; Lopez, 2017; Madon, et al., 2018), and
teachers with a high level of emotional stability can promote better socioemotional outcomes for
their students (Kim et al., 2018). A novel approach was taken in this study as SFP was applied to
educational professionals’ and general education teachers’ expectations of themselves.
It became very clear through the research and related discussions that each participant
had high expectations for themselves. Dianne provided a detailed, comprehensive list of changes
she would personally implement to make the school more HFA-friendly. Stephanie and Jeanette
also alluded to further responsibilities for themselves.
Education professionals and general education teachers further spoke to their
responsibilities. Bill said, “Students would be rearranged for group products to interact with
others.” Tiffany immediately offered up suggestions to help her students with higher visual
processing skills, and Martha did the same. Nathan proposed changes to the classroom
environment as well as preparing students in advance for upcoming changes. The conversion to
classrooms providing inclusion for students with HFA would be a unified effort among these
participants.
Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy was, soon after its conception, applied in the
field of education. Much research has been conducted on the impact and significance of self-
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efficacy for school leadership, teachers, and students. Bandura also coined the term, perceived
self-efficacy, which was shortened to the familiar term of self-efficacy within the same article
(Bandura, 1995, p. 10). Perceived self-efficacy indicated the comfort level and attitudes of these
education professionals and general education teachers toward their potential future performance
with the inclusion of students with HFA.
The perceived self-efficacy of all study participants was high. The comfort level and
attitudes were positive. None of the participants were novices to K-12 education, and this was
reflected in their levels of confidence. The four education professionals and the four general
education teachers perceived themselves to be ready for the inclusion of students with HFA.
Tiffany remarked, “I am prepared.” Jeanette said, “I am prepared.” Christine shared,
“Based on experience with modifications, I think it would not be too much trouble. I am okay if
it is practical.” Stephanie said, “I believe I am already there” in reference to her preparedness.
Dianne replied, “I am pretty prepared from my regular nursing career.” Nathan said, “I am
prepared, but the school is not.” Marla shared, “I am prepared,” while Bill stated, “ I am
prepared. It might take a minute if it was very obvious.”
Research by Talsma et al. (2019) explored self-efficacy and self-fulfilling prophecy.
Miscalculation of self-efficacy “(i.e., over-efficacious students) may have a negative effect when
students over calculate their abilities” (p. 182). This demonstrates the misalignment between SE
and SFP.
There does exist a misalignment between self-efficacy and self-fulfilling prophecy in this
group. This was a point in data analysis that created pause. Many of the same individuals who
expressed their preparedness had no training for inclusion of students with HFA. Stephanie and
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Jeanette used identical wording to address the preparedness of the general education teachers in
their respective schools. They said, “The teachers don’t feel prepared.” Dianne concurred. This
pattern continued throughout the research. There was no agreement between the feelings of
preparedness and actual preparedness training.
Prospection was first assigned by Wilson and Gilbert (2005) and may also be called
episodic future thinking (Schacter et al., 2017). Episodic future thinking, as opposed to semantic
future thinking, deals with specific autobiographical experiences that may happen in the future
(Schacter, et al., 2017). When participants are asked to take part in episodic constructive
prospection by envisioning how their classroom would look with inclusion of a student with
HFA, they are being asked to engage in mental time travel (Schacter et al., 2017). The education
professionals and general education teachers in this study pictured themselves with an inclusion
student with HFA and self-evaluated their preparedness for that eventuality. Prospection was
accomplished by the graphic representation.
When queried about a before-and-after scenario regarding a future situation including a
student with HFA, attitudes were overall positive, and suggestions were plentiful. Despite a
marked lack of specific HFA training, Nathan immediately offered multiple ideas to ensure an
HFA-friendly classroom. Nathan said:
Earbuds/earplugs would need to be utilized consistently. HFA student would likely be
placed in a higher-level learning group. Look for supportive peers for inclusion purposes.
Discuss opportunities with HFA student for small group involvement with peers or
teacher. Lessons would attempt to provide both guided and individual practice.
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Assessment would be takin in a noise-free environment. Discipline would vary,
depending on degree of behavior.
Dianne provided extensive ideas to modify the school environment to eliminate
environmental anxiety triggers and to support teachers. Dianne stated, “Coordination with
students’ caregiver and physician is of primary importance.” Christine was prepared for more
work both academically and in classroom management.
Marla expanded some of her present practices including adding additional modifications
to the service plan and her classroom discipline policy. Bill reiterated that in his classroom,
“Success is our goal. All students are encouraged to participate.” Tiffany proposed differences in
her relationships with students with HFA. She would protect the students from bullying. She
went on to say, “Listening and attending to the needs of the student is essential, especially when
they are overwhelmed or overstimulated.”
True prospection requires great mental effort on the part of the individual, and like
memory, it is subject to fallibility (Kolling et al., 2018; Schacter et al., 2017; Duckworth &
Seligman, 2017). Applied to the perceived preparedness of general education teachers toward
inclusion of students with HFA in this study, this concept could have contributed to poor
perception of preparedness and create an SFP (Merton, 1948; Tauber, 1997) of poor actual
performance. However, these teachers’ perceived preparedness was high. Marla offered this
opinion, “I don’t think high-functioning autism would be that different from students in the past,
but I could be wrong. I also think God gives what we need to do His work.”
Empirical Implications
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The existing literature states that clear leadership facilitates the inclusion of students with
special needs. Woodcock and Woolfson (2018) indicated that inclusion, in order to be effective,
cannot occur solely at the classroom level. Systemic support promotes a positive attitude and
manages factors that are not under the control of teachers, many of whom express insecurity at
the idea of inclusion. When teachers do not perceive themselves as prepared, and they do not
experience the support of their leaders, this is, naturally, anxiety-inducing (Watson, 2017).
My research aligns with this existing literature on the fact that clear leadership does
promote the inclusion of students with special needs. There are two cases in point. Stephanie, at
Southside Christian School, is watching the enrollment of students with special needs grow. As
the Director of Special Education, she is considered a part of the administrative team and works
cooperatively with others. She mentioned the fact that “We want to avoid school suspensions and
exclusionary discipline as much as possible because special needs students need to be in the
classroom learning.” She listed nine different alternatives for students and cited one instance
where a girl was no longer being allowed to carry her purse on campus after being caught vaping
in the ladies’ room. This gave the student a meaningful consequence for her misbehavior without
a school suspension, which is exclusionary in nature. Her school has also committed to
admissions of 10-15% of their student body having special needs; this is reflective of the
percentage of the population that is comprised of individuals with special needs. Her motto is,
“We cannot serve everyone YET.”
On the negative side, Jeanette, the intervention specialist at Faith Christian Academy,
deals with an entirely different situation in which she said she receives very little sporadic
support from administration and is admonished if she goes in to help a teacher in their classroom.
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She also said she is given only one hour per year to help teachers understand inclusion in a group
setting. When she tried to start a PBIS in her school, she received no administrative support, so
the program floundered and failed. Both of these stories support the findings of Woodcock and
Woolfson (2018) which indicated that inclusion cannot occur solely at the classroom level.
Systemic support promotes a positive attitude and manages factors that are not under the control
of teachers.
One fact stands out in the existing literature on the inclusion of students with HFA: the
more teachers know about it, the greater the benefit to students. Statistically significant
correlations between the attitudes of teachers of inclusive classrooms and the amount of
additional training and support they had received have been reported (Mngo et al., 2018). Better
preparation and support yielded better attitudes. Feeling unprepared may negatively impact these
teachers, and it may manifest as frustration or resentment (Armstrong, 2019; Saloviita, 2020;
Suleymanov, 2015). Even though some trainings are largely effective, not many schools provide
them (Lane et al., 2019; Larcombe et al., 2019). There is much support for university-based
teacher training programs, and yet, the evidence that preservice teachers are being adequately
prepared for inclusion of atypical students is scant (Lancaster & Bain, 2019).
My findings did not align with the empirical literature in this sense, although participants
agreed with a statement that more training and more understanding of the condition was a
commonsense idea. However, the majority reported that they had “zero,” “none,” or “never”
when asked about their training for inclusion of students with HFA, and then replied to a
question about their preparedness that they were prepared. This was a puzzling, but consistent,
finding.
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Three primary barriers to inclusion in the existing literature can be found in the following
sources: Nwoko et al., (2022); Ravet, (2018); and Silveira-Zaldivar and Curtis, (2019). The first
primary barrier was that classroom teachers may struggle because of a lack of positive attitudes
toward inclusion. Secondly, they found that there is a lack of teacher training. And, finally,
Sargeant & Berkner, (2015) noted that there is an unwillingness or an inability to adapt on the
part of teachers. These barriers, that were noted in the empirical literature, did not align with the
findings of my research on all points. The participants in my study had positive attitudes even
though there was a distinct lack of teacher training at Faith Christian Academy, as noted earlier.
Finally, there was no unwillingness on the part of teachers to adapt. In fact, many had terrific
ideas, like Nathan’s which were noted above. And no one openly resisted the idea of inclusion of
students with HFA.
Gaines and Barnes (2017) found that general education teachers do not feel prepared,
resulting in negative attitudes and stress while lowering teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy.
Initiatives of inclusion place new demands on schools, and it is the general education classroom
teachers who bear the brunt of this burden of implementing inclusion at their classroom level
(Suleymanov, 2015). Just as Harmsen (2018) was cognizant of the stress felt by general
education teachers, Gaines and Barnes (2017) recognized that “In order to retain existing regular
education teachers and to attract new teachers, reducing teacher stress with respect to inclusion
practices should be a primary focus” (p. 1). There were few negative responses from the
participants in this study with respect to stress. Christine showed a little trepidation, but it was
not enough to support the empirical literature. Overall, the attitudes and willingness to try was
very accepting toward the idea of including this unique population of students.
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It is not only general education teachers who may not feel prepared for inclusion of
students with HFA, many education professionals, special education teachers, and
paraprofessionals also report perceptions of not being prepared (Agran et al., 2020; Blanton et
al., 2018; Brown, 2017; Tiwari et al., 2015). Perceptions of adequate preparedness of teachers of
students with HFA remain poor (Lancaster & Bain, 2019; Manrique et al., 2018; Markova,
2016). This was echoed by two education professionals who said, “The teachers don’t feel
prepared,” and Dianne, the school nurse, concurred. However, overall, the participants in this
study felt that they were prepared to serve the needs of students with HFA, which refuted the
empirical research cited above.
Novice teachers may fear that their classroom management skills may be insufficient,
resulting in a lack of confidence (Manrique, et al., 2018; Suleymanov, 2015). Agreement with
this literature was mixed in my study; Marla was an experienced teacher of over 30 years and she
reported, “I am much better at handling behavior issues than I was when I was young.” On the
other hand, Nathan, who had the least experience of the participants, was brimming with ideas
and enthusiasm about what he had to offer. He stated, “I see this as an opening.”
Gaines and Barnes (2017) suggested that many teachers in K-12 share the belief that not
all students can learn in a general education classroom, which demonstrates disagreement with
the fundamental spirit of inclusion. My results align with the empirical literature on this point.
Stephanie and Tiffany agreed with this and qualified their agreement by stating this can only
happen if they have the right supports. Marla said the inclusion of students with special
education needs “may not always be the best approach.” The other participants vehemently
denied that this could be true.
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The unique contribution of my research in the existing body of research is that I
completed this study in Christian schools. Teachers in Christian school settings may not be
anticipating the inclusion of students with special needs in their classrooms since the law does
not specify this for Christian schools. However, all stakeholders in the Christian school
community should be included in the transition process. School leadership must increase efforts
in preparing new educators as the population of diverse learners increases (Hoover, 2018). In the
effort to extinguish ableism, teachers must train special learners at the intersection of
exceptionality and diversity (Grindal et al., 2019).
Limitations and Delimitations
Limitations are potential weaknesses of a study that cannot be controlled. The primary
limitation to my study was a failure to recruit a minimum of 10 participants. This occurred
despite aggressive recruiting efforts on my part; well over 200 people were asked to participate. I
believe that the events of 2020-present (i.e., Covid-19 pandemic) increased stresses on K-12
teachers and administrators; late 2021-22 was a recovery period for them, as they returned to inperson learning. This resulted in less inclination to commit to participation. Proceeding with 80%
of the target goal of participants may have compromised the integrity of results. Furthermore,
administrative perspectives needed to be included in the research, but this, again, goes back to
poor responses to recruiting in the Covid pandemic.
Because of the Covid pandemic and restrictions that were imposed, I chose to conduct
research via Zoom. This was, in my opinion, not ideal, and in-person meetings are preferable. I
hoped that it might encourage greater participation for those participants who did not feel
comfortable meeting in person. In-person dynamics could have the potential to alter some

182

responses or evoke different emotions, in particular, in the focus groups. Possible improvements
to this research would be recruitment through social media to enhance sample size and rewording some questions to sharpen specificity. Throughout the data collection, I often had to
repeat questions or ask participants to be more specific because some of the questions were not
direct enough to have them really answer the questions specifically.
I do believe that a case study was the correct type of study to employ. Reflecting back on
this study, it could have been well-implemented using a phenomenology design to examine the
lived experiences of teachers in Christian schools. However, the modification to using three
study schools was made after my study school yielded only six participants. When recruiting
from my initial subject school, there were a high number or first-year teachers who declined to
participate because of time commitment and their workload. Two other Christian schools with
similarities (geographic location, EdChoice scholarship recipients, goals and standards) provided
my other two research participants.
The delimitations enacted in this case study were purposefully used to define the
population of students (middle- or high-school age students) since decidedly different
interventions are employed with this age group than with elementary-age students. Christian
schools were deliberately chosen because they operate somewhat-differently than public schools;
they are often smaller and the relationships between and among teachers and parents are often
unique. Resources are limited and many individuals, myself included, commit to Christian
education because it is our calling to serve God in this way. This was a purposeful choice, on my
part, to target Christian schools because this is a career decision that I made years ago; I am
committed to bettering Christian education. Additionally, the vast majority of the literature
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which exists on inclusion of students with HFA is research that has been conducted in public
school environments. Little such research is found that focuses upon Christian schools and their
specific situations. This was a delimitation because there is a much greater participant pool to
approach in the public school environment. This undoubtedly limited my recruiting efforts.
Recommendations for Future Research
My first recommendation for future research would be to seek out a school like Southside
Christian School where an active effort is being made to extend and grow a high-quality
inclusion program for all students. There, I would repeat the current research exclusively with
that schools’ faculty and school leadership after refining my data collection tools. The voice of
school leadership was noticeably missing in the current research, and I believe its absence was a
weakness. Additionally, the voices of students and parents were missing.
A second recommendation would focus upon a study with parents of students with HFA
and an examination of what their preferences and needs would be in a Christian school
environment. This would provide a guide for Christian schools as they develop inclusion
programs. This would be accomplished with a larger population and an effort would be made to
try to tailor programs and families to benefit both parties. While I chose a case study design for
my research, much information could be gleaned through phenomenology studies in Christian
schools to understand the lived experiences of both teachers and included students. This could be
focused upon students with HFA or a more general study to encompass all disabilities and levels
of severity.
Conclusion
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Examining the perceived preparedness of individuals for inclusion of students with HFA
in their Christian school and classrooms was the initial goal in this research. But the data I
collected was contradictory to my expectations in some cases. In fact, I had oversimplified the
issues; teachers are multi-dimensional, HFA is a highly-complicated and multi-dimensional
disability, and inclusion is a multi-dimensional process.
Because of inadequate training, no exposure to students with HFA, and no administrative
guidance in two of the schools, the participants in this study had no reason to understand the
intricacies that extend beyond the academic challenges students with HFA might present. They
all had experience with inclusion of students with specific learning disabilities. Therefore, their
perceived preparedness and self-efficacy was high because, with exclusionary discipline, other
problems with behavior and social-emotional issues could be solved with a removal of the
student from the classroom. They were not visualizing within the parameters of full inclusion.
A further recommendation would be a culmination of my research in the form of an
excellent training program for general education teachers, education professionals, including
teachers who are already in schools but need help to prepare for inclusion, and school leadership.
Teachers must be formally-trained in order for inclusion of students with high-functioning
autism to be successful. This training could be extended to a hybrid format involving both public
and Christian schools. It would also target those who attain their teaching license through
alternate avenues. The training should be designed for administration and teachers in order for
both to be able to implement their duties successfully. Intervention specialists would be excellent
supports in the program without being left with the burden to educate teachers individually,
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which requires a huge, unsustainable time commitment and is not an efficient means of
achieving the goal of inclusion in a quickly growing population of students with HFA.
It is hoped that because of the findings of this study, Christian schools will step up in
implementing high-quality inclusion programs with formally-trained teachers. This would
involve a high level of commitment and time, if implemented correctly. It must be an
administration-led effort. Ultimately, everyone involved would benefit, and it would place
Christian schools in a position of being excellent examples for others, both Christians and nonChristians to follow.
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Appendix A
IRB Approval Letter

May 28, 2021
Melony Marciniak
Gail Collins
Re: IRB Exemption - IRB-FY20-21-800 A Case Study Examining School Leadership and
General Education Teachers' Perceived Preparedness for Inclusion of Students with HighFunctioning Autism
Dear Melony Marciniak, Gail Collins:
The Liberty University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed your application in
accordance with the Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP) and Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) regulations and finds your study to be exempt from further IRB review.
This means you may begin your research with the data safeguarding methods mentioned in your
approved application, and no further IRB oversight is required.
Your study falls under the following exemption category, which identifies specific situations in
which human participants research is exempt from the policy set forth in 45 CFR 46:101(b):
Category 2.(iii). Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests (cognitive,
diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures, or observation of
public behavior (including visual or auditory recording) if at least one of the following criteria is
met:
The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the
human subjects can readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects,
and an IRB conducts a limited IRB review to make the determination required by §46.111(a)(7).
Your stamped consent form(s) and final versions of your study documents can be found under
the Attachments tab within the Submission Details section of your study on Cayuse IRB. Your
stamped consent form(s) should be copied and used to gain the consent of your research
participants. If you plan to provide your consent information electronically, the contents of the
attached consent document(s) should be made available without alteration.
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Please note that this exemption only applies to your current research application, and any
modifications to your protocol must be reported to the Liberty University IRB for verification of
continued exemption status. You may report these changes by completing a modification
submission through your Cayuse IRB account.
If you have any questions about this exemption or need assistance in determining whether
possible modifications to your protocol would change your exemption status, please email us at
irb@liberty.edu.
Sincerely,
G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP
Administrative Chair of Institutional Research
Research Ethics Office
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Appendix B
Recruitment Letter For Teachers
Xxxx
Faith Christian Academy
Dayton, OH
Dear (General Education Teacher),
As a graduate student in the School of Education at Liberty University, I am conducting
research as part of the requirements for a Doctor of Education degree. The purpose of this single
case study in a Pre-K-12 Christian school is to understand the perceived preparedness and
perceived efficacy of educational professionals and general education middle- and high-school
teachers in Ohio for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA). I am writing to
invite you to participate in my study.
If you are a licensed general education teacher here at East Dayton Christian School, and
are willing to participate, you will be asked to participate in an individual interview and a focus
group with fellow participants, and to complete a graphic representation which involves no
artistic ability. It should take approximately 3-4 total hours for you to complete the procedures
listed. Your participation will be completely confidential other than to the researcher, and your
name and or other identifying information will be requested as part of your participation but will
remain confidential. A screening survey is attached with this letter along with a self-addressed
stamped envelope for your convenience and can be returned, when completed, to
mmarciniak@liberty.edu. If you intend to participate, please return this within a week.
Sincerely,
Melony Y. Marciniak

Student Researcher
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Appendix C
Recruitment Letter For Education Professionals
Faith Christian Academy
Dayton, OH 45431
Dear (Education Professional),
As a graduate student in the School of Education at Liberty University, I am conducting
research as part of the requirements for a Doctor of Education degree. The purpose of this single
case study in a Pre-K-12 Christian school is to understand the perceived preparedness and
perceived efficacy of educational professionals and general education middle- and high-school
teachers in Ohio for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism (HFA). I am writing to
invite you to participate in my study.
If you are a member of educational professionals (Superintendent, Assistant
superintendent, principal, assistant principal, school nurse, special education teacher, or a teacher
of specials subjects) here at East Dayton Christian School, and are willing to participate, you will
be asked to participate in an individual interview and a focus group with fellow participants, and
to complete a graphic representation which involves no artistic ability. It should take
approximately 2-3 total hours for you to complete the procedures listed. Your participation will
be completely confidential other than to the researcher, and your name and or other identifying
information will be requested as part of your participation but will remain confidential. A
screening survey is attached with this letter along with a self-addressed stamped envelope for
your convenience. If you intend to participate, please return this within a week.

Sincerely,
Melony Y. Marciniak

Student Researcher
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Appendix D
Screening Survey
Name: ________________________________________

Home Phone: _____________

Date: ______________________

Cell Phone: _______________

May your cell phone be used for texts? : _______________
Email address: ______________________________________________________________
What subject(s) do you teach? _________________________________________________
What grade levels do you teach? _______________________________________________
How long have you been teaching? _____________________________________________
Do you have a State of Ohio teaching license? ________ If so, in what area?: __________
Please indicate, in preferred order, the best way(s) to contact you:

Do you wish to participate in this research?
______________________________________
Please share best time(s) of availability for an individual interview:

Please share best time(s) of availability for the focus group:
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Appendix E
E-mails To Respondants
FOR PARTICIPANTS:
Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in this research. I am pleased to inform
you that you have been selected to participate. Choosing from the times listed on your screening
survey, your individual interview has been set for : (date and
time)______________________________. We will meet virtually. Please remember to bring
your graphic representation. Please return your consent form electronically, if possible. The
consent form may be downloaded at:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aIoT54KpEW6CQbkpxEgcNLqoxRaGTlW-/view?usp=sharing
Please return the signed consent form prior to accessing the graphic representation forms. The
graphic representation forms may be downloaded at:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PXKHlDxtbr5USvTD0Tb-3tfOZVGUsf5e/view?usp=sharing,
I look forward to meeting you and our time together. Again, thank you for agreeing to
take part in this research which is very important to me. I know that your time is valuable, and
your commitment is greatly appreciated.
Blessings to you,
Melony Y Marciniak

FOR NON-PARTICIPANTS
Thank you very much for expressing interest and agreeing to take part in this research. It
is with regret that I inform you, that you have not been selected to do so. There were several
criteria (a current State of Ohio teaching license, junior- or high school faculty, little or no
experience with someone with a diagnosis of HFA /Asperger Syndrome) for participants, and I
have chosen the best matches for those criteria to participate. Your generosity to commit time to
assist me is greatly appreciated in spite of circumstances.
Thank you for your kind attitude toward my request.
Blessings to you,
Melony Y. Marciniak
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Appendix F
Consent Form

Consent Form for Education Professionals and Teachers
Title of the Project:
A Case Study Examining Education professionals and General Education Teachers’
Perceived Preparedness for Inclusion of Students with High Functioning Autism
Principal Investigator:
Melony Y. Marciniak, doctoral student, Liberty University
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. In order to participate, you must be a
licensed general education teacher in the state of Ohio currently teaching middle school or high
school students in a Christian school. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to
take part in this research project.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to
take part in this research project.
What is the study about and why is it being done?
The purpose of this single case study in a Pre-K-12 Christian school is to understand the
perceived preparedness and perceived efficacy of education professionals and general education
middle- and high-school teachers in Ohio for inclusion of students with high-functioning autism
(HFA). Do general education teachers feel prepared to deal with a very complex group of
students or will they require without further preparation?

1.
2.
3.
4.

What will happen if you take part in this study
If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to do the following things:
Complete a graphic representation which requires no artistic ability. This will take about
a half hour to complete.
Participate in a private interview which will be audio recorded at an off-campus location.
This will take about one hour.
Participate in a focus group discussion at an off-campus location which will take
approximately one to one and one-half hours.
Review a transcript of your responses to the interview and focus group activities and
provide brief feedback confirming or correcting its accuracy. This will take about
30 minutes.
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How could you or others benefit from this study?
Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.
Participants may benefit from taking part in a collaborative conversation with other teachers who
have taught or will be teaching students with HFA.
Benefits to society include informing Christian school administrators of needs that
teachers may have.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you
would encounter in everyday life.
How will personal information be protected?
Published reports will not include any information that will make it possible to identify a
subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only the researcher[s] will have access to
the records. Data collected from you may be shared for use in future research studies or with
other researchers. If data collected from you is shared, any information that could identify you,
if applicable, will be removed before the data is shared.
• Participant responses will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms.
• Interviews will be conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the
conversation.
• Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and may be used in future
presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted.
• Interviews and focus groups will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored
on a password locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the researcher[s]
will have access to these recordings.
• Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in focus group settings. While discouraged, other
members of the focus group may share what was discussed with persons outside of the
group.
How will you be compensated for being part of the study?
What are the costs to you to be part of the study?
Participants will be compensated for participating in this study. Participants who
complete the three steps of the research (graphic representation, private interview, and the focus
group) will receive a $25 gift card to Darden restaurants upon completion of the focus group as a
small token of appreciation from the researcher.
To participate in the research, you will need to provide for your own transportation to the
location of research which should be minimal. Convenient locations for the majority of
participants will be chosen.
Is study participation voluntary?
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Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not
affect your current or future relations with Liberty University or East Dayton Christian School.
If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time
without affecting those relationships.
What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data
collected from you, apart from focus group data, will be destroyed immediately and will not be
included in this study. Focus group data will not be destroyed, but your contributions to the focus
group will not be included in the study if you choose to withdraw.
Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Melony Y Marciniak. You may ask any questions
you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at 937-657-0101
or mmarciniak@liberty.edu. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Gail
Collins, at glcollins2@liberty.edu.
Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a
research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to
someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review
Board, 1971 University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at
irb@liberty.edu.
Consent
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand
what the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your
records. The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about
the study after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information
provided above.
I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have
received answers. I consent to participate in the study.
The researcher has my permission to audio-record and video-record me as part of my
participation in this study.

____________________________________
Printed Subject Name
____________________________________
Signature & Date
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Appendix G
Graphic Representation
Instructions for Completing the Graphic Representation
1. Consider the topic carefully.
2. Complete the left side of the page. This should be done while considering your current
and recent experiences in your classroom without inclusion of a student with HFA. Your
completion may be accomplished using words or pictures.
3. Complete the right side of the page. This should be completed while considering how
you envision or perceive how the situation will be with inclusion of a student with HFA.
Your completion may be accomplished using words or pictures.
4. Compare the two sides and evaluate their accuracy based on your thoughts. Adjust if
necessary.
A sample of a completed form based on a totally unrelated topic is included as a visual
guide and has the name as “volunteer” at the top.
5. You are finished. Please bring the completed form along with your consent form to the
individual interview. Thank you!
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Graphic Representation Example From One Participant

Your name ________________________

Your topic: Please complete this form

while considering the idea of having an inclusion student with HFA placed in your classroom.
Things to consider would include: academic lessons and planning, your discipline plan, your
class’ emotional climate, and your overall preparedness, in addition to ideas/questions you may
have.
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Appendix H
Interview Questions for Teachers
1. Please introduce yourself to me.
2. In reference to your graphic representation, please elaborate on your feelings towards
your class both before and after the inclusion of a student with HFA.
3. What do you consider to be your greatest success so far as a teacher?
4. What do you consider to be your greatest challenge so far as a teacher?
5. What does inclusion mean to you?
6. If all of your colleagues feel strongly in favor of inclusion and you do not (or vice versa)
how do you think that will influence your feelings?
7. To whom do you turn for assistance when facing difficult classroom decisions?
8. What is your opinion on inclusion of students with special educational needs?
9. How do you think you would handle having a unique set of rules for a student with HFA
in your classroom and implementing necessary modifications?
10. How do you feel about the idea of developmental disabilities and the idea that some
students are neurologically different than others?
11. What is your experience implementing changes determined by the IEP team in your
general education classroom?
12. What is your experience working with a classroom aide in your class?
13. Please describe the most difficult student you have ever had to work with and share why
it was such a challenge.
14. Please describe the most delightful student you have ever worked with and share why it
was a great experience.
15. HFA is an “invisible disability. Research says that teachers are more accepting of
students with visible disabilities. How do you feel about this statement?
16. How much time and effort do you believe it would take to be prepared for inclusion of a
student with HFA in your classroom?
17. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their emotional needs?
18. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their academic needs?
19. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their behavioral idiosyncrasies?
20. What training have you had in the use of PBIS, and how has that benefitted you in the
classroom?
21. How or how not do you believe that use of PBIS will aid you in working with students
with emotional and behavioral needs?
22. Please ask any questions or make any comments you wish to before we conclude our
time together.
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Appendix I
Interview Questions For Education Professionals
1. Please introduce yourself to me.
2. In reference to your graphic representation, please elaborate on your feelings towards
your school both before and after the inclusion of a student with HFA.
3. What do you consider to be your greatest success and your greatest challenge so far as a
school leader, and why?
4. What does inclusion mean to you and what is your opinion on inclusion of students with
special educational needs? Please be specific.
5. To whom do you turn for assistance when facing difficult leadership decisions? Why?
6. Please describe the most difficult student you have ever had to work with and share why
it was such a challenge.
7. Please describe the most delightful student with whom you have ever worked and why it
was a great experience.
8. How much time and effort do you believe it would take for teachers to be prepared for
inclusion of students with HFA in your school?
9. How much time and effort would it take on your part to be prepared for inclusion of
students with HFA?
10. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their academic needs, their emotional needs, and their behavioral needs?
11. What is your school’s policy regarding acceptance and inclusion of students with HFA?
12. How important is it to you for your school to accept and integrate students with intense
special education needs, such as high-functioning autism?
13. How much of a priority would you assign to your school’s special education program
overall?
14. Who do you feel would be most responsible to initiate an inclusion program in your
school, and why?
15. Please share your feelings about teacher preparedness for inclusion and, how prepared do
you believe your teachers feel?
16. How much time and effort would it take on your part to be prepared for inclusion of
students with HFA?
17. Who plans your school’s continuing education(CE) and in-service trainings (IST) and
describe how topics are chosen.
18. What areas are currently targeted for CE and IST?
19. You provided training for PBIS in 2019. Please describe your teachers’ buy-in and how
successful that has been for students in an inclusion class?

248
Appendix J
Focus Group Questions
Standardized Open-Ended Focus Group Questions.
1. FACT: Outbursts of temper or defiance look different for neurotypical students than they
do for students with behavioral disorders. The temper outburst from a neurotypical child
will gradually rise and peak and decline in bursts with intermittent seconds of calm . The
neurotypical student goes through three stages in her outburst. She begins to increasingly
become more agitated until she reaches the peak of her anger with probable crying,
arguing and raised voice. At this juncture her disruptions effect herself, her teacher, and
her classmates. As the extent of her atypical misbehavior becomes obvious, and perhaps
with some comforting from her teachers, she begins to exercise her skills of selfregulation and gradually returns to her normal congenial state. (Johnson, 2019).
Eventually this child will self-calm to a normal state of emotion. The child with a
behavioral disorder tends to abruptly and steadily increase to the apex of his outburst
and sustain it at a high level for a longer endurance than the neurotypical – the
perseverance of the outburst is severe. This child also lacks many of the self-regulating
behaviors that are primarily seen in neurotypical students.(See Figure 1).
According to Johnson (2019), the student with a true behavioral disorder, as is frequently
the case for children with Asperger’s Syndrome (HFA) presents a more radical outburst of
temper. A trigger (some sort of frustration or painful input) occurs (A) and he undergoes
immediate and dramatic escalation(B) to the C. apex of his outburst which is maintained for a
prolonged period (C). This sustained apex may persist due to an inability to verbalize, socially

C
2

1

3

Time

B

A

Time

D

Neurotypical Student
Student with Behavioral Disorder
Figure 1. Comparison of temper outburst for a neurotypical student and a student with a
behavioral disorder. From Fred Johnson Proactive Discipline for Reactive Students in-service
training (March, 2019). Neurotypical student: 1. Escalation; 2. Apex; 3. Self-regulatory behavior.
Student with behavioral disorder: A. Trigger; B. Escalation; C. Apex; D. Baseline.
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connect, or adapt and it may be accompanied by destructive or self-destructive behaviors,
aggression, and indescribable distress. Because of his poor self-regulatory skills and inability to

damper emotions, for this child to return to his baseline (D) he will in all likelihood
require (C) intervention and redirection unless he simply exhausts himself. Even when he has
achieved his baseline, his perseverating behavior will ensure that he revisits his trauma for an
extended portion of his day (Johnson, 2019). Both students’ outbursts can last from 12 – 25
minutes in duration. How prepared do you feel to handle either of these?
2. FACT: Behavior of students with HFA can vary by student and by circumstance. Please
comment on this.
3. FACT: The number of hours of professional development for inclusion of students with
special needs positively correlates with teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion. Please
discuss this.
4. FACT: General education teachers often have a positive attitude toward autism and
inclusion, but feel unprepared to implement this in their classroom.
How does this compare to how you feel about this factual statement?
5. What training have you received that specifically addressed inclusion of students with
HFA and their academic, emotional, and behavioral needs ?
6. Think about your most difficult student academically. How did you feel toward him or
her?
7. What exposure have you had to individuals who are gifted? Think about the most
academically gifted student. How did you feel toward him or her?
8. In one conversation I had, a teacher told me that the diagnosis for HFA was just an
excuse for students to throw tantrums and get away with it. How do you feel about that?
9. FACT: Students with HFA are generally better visual learners than auditory learners.
How will this impact your teaching style?
10. FACT: Students with HFA are often targeted by bullies because of their struggle with
social skills. How do you address situations of bullying?
11. FACT: The CDC estimates that 1 in 68 children today are on the autism spectrum (Baio,
2014; CDC, 2018). How does this impact you?
12. FACT: Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder and it may involve a problem with
myelination of nerves in the brain. Please share your feelings about this fact.
13. Please discuss your involvement with and knowledge of the IEP process.
14. FACT: With the right educational supports, the majority of students with disabilities can
master the same grade-level, rigorous content as their peers without disabilities. Please
share your view on this.
15. On the issue of students with disabilities being more frequently suspended, :
“Disproportionate suspension rates indicate that teachers may be treating manifestations
of disabilities as disciplinary issues rather than instructional issues.” Is this an area
where you would like to seek improvement?
16. FACT: “All students in classrooms with higher rates of suspension see lower
achievement rates.” How does this impact you?
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17. FACT: There are methods of dealing with students who have behavioral problems that
avoid school suspensions and exclusionary types of discipline. Discuss whether you have
an interest in learning new techniques of students with behavioral disabilities.
18. In summary, we have covered many topics today. What aspects of our conversations and
the topics we have discussed have made you feel comfortable or uncomfortable? What is
your feeling toward this research topic? What questions or comments would like to make
in closing?

251
Appendix K
E-mail Permission For Use of Figure

Attachments On Mon, Nov 23, 2020 at 6:01 PM Melony mmarciniak@woh.rr.com wrote:
Hello, Dr. Johnson,

In 2019 I attended one of your sessions at East Dayton Christian School, and I found it to be
excellent. As I am finishing the proposal for my EdD from Liberty University, I would like
to use the same illustration you used in our training as part of my focus group research. The
one in which you illustrate the difference between a temper outburst of a neurotypical student
vs. a temper outburst from a child with behavioral issues. I put it in my notes at the time, but
I would like to include my version of it in my research document. May I have permission to
do so, please?
Thank you for considering my request.
God bless you,
Melony Marciniak

Re: Use of drawing. Important request
Mon, Nov 23 2020 6:31 PM
From:
"Fred Johnson" <educationalresourceservices1@gmail.com>
To:
mmarciniak@woh.rr.com

Good evening and thank you for your contact. Yes, please feel free to reference the
illustration. You can also find its documentation in the book that I’m sure you purchased. Again
thank you for contacting me. I hope everything is going well with you.
Dr. Fred Johnson
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Appendix L:
Worksheets For Data Analysis
For General Education Teachers
Single-Mention Topics
Experience working
with a classroom aide?

Quotes & Impressions
Only one of the teachers had any experience with a classroom aide, and she found
it positive. Other participants were unsure or resistant to the idea of one.
“None.”
“Never.”
“It would make me nervous.”
“Never had one. I probably would not like it; if they graded work I would not see
patterns and be able to help students.”

Working with gifted
students?

The consensus from all general education participants was that gifted students are
on their own. Not even one of them felt the need to recognize this or enhance their
educational experience.

To whom do you turn
“I pray, and I listen to my colleagues.”
when you face difficult
classroom decisions?
“My co-teachers, or those who have more experiences or skills. I would talk to the
most qualified on all grade levels.”
“I tend to be very independent. I might ask a trusted peer.”
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Appendix M
Worksheets For Data Analysis

For Education Professional Participants
Single-Mention Topics Quotes & Impressions
To whom do you turn
for assistance with
difficult decisions?

“Sources outside of the school with similar experience.”
“The elementary principal who is totally on-board for inclusion.”
“Director of Student Services of the resident public school district.”
“Administration and trusted colleagues.
“Definitely the intervention specialists.”

Who determines the
topics and presenters
for professional
development,
continuing education
and In-Services?

“Principal and the administrative group. Sometimes we ask teachers for input.”

“The superintendent, elementary and secondary principals and the assistant
principals. Special education is given one hour per year.”
“I am periodically asked to present something. Otherwise, my input is not really
relevant.”
“The administration. Sometimes they will ask teachers for feedback.”
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Appendix N
Permission Email For Use of Chart

Re: Permission to use worksheets
Mon, Dec 7 2020 12:28 PM
From:

From: Melony Marciniak <mmarciniak@woh.rr.com>
Reply-To: Melony Marciniak <mmarciniak@woh.rr.com>
Date: Monday, December 7, 2020 at 1:13 AM
To: Bob Stake <stake@illinois.edu>
Subject: Permission to use worksheets
Good Morning, Dr. Stake,
I am a student who is working on her EdD proposal and dissertation at Liberty University
Online. I have read much of your writing, but I am writing today to inquire about your book, Multiple
Case Study Analysis. I would like to use your worksheets for my data analysis, but since my dissertation
will be published, the photocopy license at the beginning of the book is not sufficient for Liberty. May I
please have permission to replicate your worksheets in my dissertation?
I thank you for your attention to my request. I hope that you have a wonderful Christmas and
that 2021 is filled with joy and blessings for you.
Respectfully and with thanks,
Melony Marciniak
"

From:Stake, Robert E" <stake@illinois.edu>
To:mmarciniak@woh.rr.com
Tuesday, December 8, 2020
Priority: Normal

Melony,
I grant you permission to use all of my worksheet materials included in my book,
Multiple Case Study Analysis in publishing all or parts of your doctoral dissertation. Congratulations for
nearing this completion.
Robert E. Stake
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Appendix O
Audit Trail
Date
9/23/2020
10/19/2020
10/20/2020
11/09/2020
11/18/2020
11/23/2020
11/23/2020
12/7/2020
12/8/2020
5/28/21
5/30/21
5/31/21
6/1/21
6/2/21
6/5/21
7/13/21
7/25/21
7/26/21-9/2/21
9/3/2021&
9/4/2021
9/5/21
9/18-20/21

Activity
e-mail to Legacy regarding recruitment
Contacted EDCS to schedule a phone meeting
Received e-mail response for meeting time by phone
Phone conference with asst. superintendent from EDCS, agreement reached
Received permission letter from EDCS
Dr. Fred Johnson for permission to use diagram in my document
Received response from Dr. Johnson
Emailed Dr. Robert Stake for use of his charts in my document
Received response from Dr. Stake
Received response from IRB
Prepared recruitment mailing for Pilot Study
Mailed pilot study recruitment mailing at post office.
Prepared and hand delivered recruitment materials to study school since it is their
last day before summer break.
Prepared spread sheets for tracking responses to recruitment letters and for
tracking receipt of necessary materials prior to interviews.
Received one “No” in response to recruitment letter in which the sender noted a
lack of time for participation.
Interviewed first volunteer for pilot study.
Received graphic representation for second pilot study participant.
Finished interviews and conducted Focus group for Pilot study
Created transcripts for pilot study and emailed for approval or changes.
Recruiting is stagnant. Re-contacted possible volunteers to encourage
participation. This time used email since first contact was via postal mail.
Exchanged emails with Dr. Collins and she suggested getting consent from pilot
study volunteers who meet study criteria. Renewed efforts with recruiting. All
three pilot study volunteers completed and returned the consent form via email
but only two could be added to study since the third lacked an Ohio teaching
license. She is licensed in Maryland and works exclusively with students with
autism.
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2/25/2022
3/4/2022
3/5/2022
4/28/2022
4/29/2022
4/30/2022
5/1/2022
5/2/2022
5/3/2022
5/4/2022
5/5/2022
5/9/2022
5/10/2022
5/11/2022
5/12/2022
5/17/2022

5/24/2022
5/25/2022
5/26/2022
5/30/2022
.

Scheduled interview for next Thursday for one participant.
Conducted individual interview via Zoom.
Created transcripts and sent for approval.
Read new documents to supplement chapter 2.
Searched for and read new documents to supplement chapter 2.
Worked on data analysis.
Conducted final focus group. Research is now complete.
Worked on transcripts for member checking. Worked on document.
Worked on document. Read additional documents for chapter 2 additions.
Worked on document.
Worked on document.
Worked on data analysis with expert reviewer. Began process of linking
responses to the Research Question and the three sub-questions that
accompany it.
Worked on data analysis with expert peer reviewer. Continued to link
questions to responses and discussed the best codes for those responses and
questions in the final analysis.
Made changes to document. Continued on data analysis.
Further coding and reading of more up-to-date research. Determined that the
three study measurements (graphic representation, individual interview, and
focus group involvement) would be weighted equally in my final analysis.
Wrote the participant descriptions today and I feel blessed to have had such a
high-quality sample of individuals with enough variety to distinguish each
persons’ value. I believe I have treated them accurately and fairly in my
descriptions.
Data analysis, themes and subthemes
Continued data analysis.
Data analysis, formatting document, reading new studies, submit changes to
advisor.
Wrote thank you cards to each participant and included $25 gift card as stated
in the consent form.
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Appendix P
Reflexive Journal
SEPTEMBER 23, 2020: As I reflect/re-read /edit my proposal, I can sense my bias that the
general education teachers in Christian schools will have strong feelings against inclusion of students with
HFA. This is an attitude that I must modify to perform accurate research that reflects feeling of my
participants and not my own.
December 6, 2020: I read an article today on dealing with feeling and emotions during qualitative
research encounters. It resounded with me because it stressed mindfulness of your feelings rather than
trying to be unfeeling. I will feel things subjectively, but I must interpret them objectively. This provided
some balance in my mind that I will be able to handle the qualitative approach while maintaining my
professional position. Being an empathic person, it is nearly impossible not to feel certain ways, but my
interpretation must be objectively handled. This is why a peer reviewer will benefit me greatly in
interpretation and sorting of my data.
April 30, 2022 On the cusp of my formal analysis of collected data, I find that I have been
receiving the kind of answers I anticipated from this population of volunteers. There has not been a great
deal of surprise or resistance to inclusion of students with HFA. However, neither has there been any
great enthusiasm or commitment to making this a reality. It is as if the general education teachers do not
feel any obligation to make this happen. However, this can also be said of the education professionals for
the most part. This lack of commitment to see this happen is quite disappointing. However, as I read
transcripts and formal data analysis occurs, I have hope that I will see a misinterpretation on my part.

May 5, 2022: As I continue to work on my document and deal with the data I have collected, I
find myself feeling some disappointment that my study did not yield more dramatic results. I still have at
least two more levels of analysis and to work with a respected colleague to compile my results, but I have
a sad feeling that the results are rather mundane.
May 11, 2022: I read through the major parts of my document and my data again today. Looking
at the data I have collected, I am beginning to see a pattern that I believe is cohesive and it is leading me
to acceptance of some final analysis that is starting to emerge. I feel more confident about what my
results have to say. And, what I have to say about those results.
May 12, 2022: The data analysis continues today. I find that I am quite pleased with the
information that was communicated via the graphic representations. This is the one tool that was
completed independently by participants, and it has provided very interesting feedback. The information
received through the GR is proving that it is not in perfect harmony with the information provided
verbally in many cases. Interesting to me. I realize there are some discrepancies within volunteers’
responses, according to the collection methods used. I expected this for the individual interview and
focus groups, but not to the degree I am seeing it. This will be reported in the final analysis.
May 17, 2022: Working on participants’ descriptions today and re-reading their contributions has
renewed my enthusiasm for my data analysis. Some of the more subtle qualities in responses became
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clearer when situated with the personal characteristics of the participants and became more robust in their
meaning.
May 24, 2022: I am finding many things that I can recommend in my limitations and
delimitations. For one, I needed to word my questions with more directness and specificity; in some
cases, it appears that participants answered around the question rather than addressing it directly. I have
several good ideas for future and more meaningful research. I do see a serious trend that teachers are only
looking at the academic component of inclusion of any students with special needs. This makes sense,
because the primary goal of the teachers is to teach the groups of students they encounter each day. The
complexity of the diagnosis of HFA presents a very special challenge which needs a more comprehensive
type of preparation. This is helpful to write this out as it solidifies the results I have seen.
May 25, 2022: Today I am very excited regarding my realization of yesterday! It is morning, but
I am very clear about where I need to go with my research findings. It will be a matter, from this point
forward, of fulfilling the requirements of reporting my findings. Yesterday was relevatory.
May 26, 2022: I made a huge amount of progress today, and I feel like I am reaching the end of
data analysis. This has been such a productive day. Received computer assistance on some sticky issues.
So pleased with the progress and the clarity about the direction my research has taken.
May 30, 2022: I am feeling discouraged in regard to the edits on my document. I hope to conclude
chapter five and all revisions suggested prior to returning my document to my advisor. Prayer is needed in
abundance right now!!

